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Zusammenfassung (deutsch)
Miteinander und Widerstand: Eine Multispecies-Ethnographie indischer Bio-Teeplantagen
Meine Dissertation untersucht die ökologische Landwirtschaft auf indischen Teeplantagen.  
Basierend auf sechsmonatiger Feldforschung auf drei Plantagen in verschiedenen 
Teeanbaugebieten (im Dibrugarh-Distrikt von Assam, in der Darjeeling-Region in 
Westbengalen und in den Nilgiri-Bergen in Tamil Nadu) beschreibe ich, wie die Interaktionen 
zwischen Menschen, Teepflanzen und anderen nichtmenschlichen Spezies Einfluss auf 
Arbeits- und Produktionsverhältnisse nehmen. Mit Bezug auf Erin Mannings Denkbild der 
„minor gestures“ (2013) theoretisiere ich solche Interaktionen als spontane, nicht-intentionale,  
kollektive Handlungen. Über das analytische Instrument der „kleinen Gesten“ skizziere ich 
die Akteur-Netzwerke des ökologischen Teeanbaus. Hier zeige ich zum einen die  
Ungleichheiten bei der Arbeit auf, die durch ökologische Anbautechniken reproduziert  
werden, zum anderen die verschiedenen Formen menschlichen und nichtmenschlichen  
Widerstands gegen das Plantagenmanagement.
Kernargument der Dissertation ist, dass Bio-Pflanzer (Plantagenbesitzer) und -Berater 
die „kleinen Gesten“ zwischen Teepflanzen und anderen nichtmenschlichen Arten gezielt  
einsetzen, um Teepflanzen produktiver wachsen zu lassen. Sie weisen ArbeiterInnen und 
Aufseher an, Insekten, Pilze, Bodenbakterien, Kühe und Wildpflanzen strategisch in die  
tägliche Arbeit einzubeziehen und ökologische Zusammenhänge für die Teeproduktion 
nutzbar zu machen. So soll etwa der Dung von Kühen die Bodenbakterien ernähren, damit  
diese wiederum die Teepflanzen nähren. Pilze, die vormals als Schädlinge angesehen wurden,  
sollen den Geschmack von Teeblättern verfeinern. Während andere Studien Plantagen vor 
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allem als „ökologische Vereinfachungen“ beschreiben (Tsing et al 2019: 186), wollen Pflanzer  
auf Bio-Teeplantagen ökologische Vielfalt nicht grundsätzlich ausschließen, sondern vielmehr  
gezielt beeinflussen. ArbeiterInnen und Aufseher sollen vielfältige ökologische Beziehungen 
gezielt kultivieren, um landwirtschaftliche Monokulturen zu optimieren. So soll ein  
ertragreiches „Miteinander“ (Münster 2017) verschiedener Arten innerhalb der „ökologischen 
Vereinfachungen“ entstehen. Meine Ethnographie arbeitet zwei zentrale Aspekte dieses  
Miteinanders heraus:
Erstens betone ich, dass die Zusammenarbeit mit nichtmenschlichen Lebewesen mit  
menschlichen Ungleichheiten einhergehen kann. Das Miteinander verschiedener Arten beruht  
zumeist auf prekärer Arbeit, wie sie auf indischen Teeplantagen seit der Kolonialzeit  
vorherrscht. Ökologische Anbautechniken erhöhen den Arbeitsaufwand, da sich ArbeiterInnen 
und Aufseher zusätzlich zu den Teepflanzen mitunter auch noch um Mikroorganismen  
kümmern, Dünger herstellen oder das Wetter beobachten müssen. Für die aufwendige Pflege  
nichtmenschlicher Lebewesen verdienen sie dennoch weniger als den Mindestlohn. Pflanzer  
und Berater sind in erster Linie darum bemüht, das nichtmenschliche Miteinander zu 
optimieren; gute Bedingungen für ArbeiterInnen und Aufseher sind meist zweitrangig.
Zweitens zeige ich, wie der Widerstand von ArbeiterInnen und Aufseher gegen ihre  
Arbeitsbedingungen das produktive Miteinander anderer Spezies verändert. Bisweilen  
protestieren ArbeiterInnen und Aufseher offen gegen ihre prekäre Situation, so auch während 
des Generalstreiks in Darjeeling im Jahr 2017, in dessen Folge ganze Plantagen brachlagen  
und verwilderten. Für gewöhnlich jedoch verhandeln ArbeiterInnen und Aufseher ihre  
Arbeitsbedingungen weniger offensiv, sie leisten „alltäglichen Widerstand“ (Scott 1985).  
Indem sie zum Beispiel bestimmte Anweisungen zu ökologischen Anbautechniken  
missachten, beeinflussen ArbeiterInnen und Aufseher auch die „kleinen Gesten“ zwischen 
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Teepflanzen und anderen nichtmenschlichen Arten, was die Erträge der Teepflanzen 
zurückgehen lassen kann. Alltäglicher Widerstand ist also häufig kontraproduktiv, weil der  
Arbeitsaufwand dadurch langfristig steigt. Ähnliches gilt auch für den nicht-intentionalen  
Widerstand, den Teepflanzen und andere Nichtmenschen vermittels „kleiner Gesten“ leisten: 
Wenn der Monsun die Teepflanzen zu schnell und zu hoch wachsen lässt, oder sich die 
„invasive“ Lantanapflanze auf den Plantagen ausbreitet, entsteht auch hier zusätzliche Arbeit  
für ArbeiterInnen und Aufseher.
Die Kombination von Plantagenstudien und Studien zu alternativer Landwirtschaft  
erweitert das Repertoire der Multispecies-Forschung. Beide Landwirtschaftsformen werden, 
besonders im indischen Kontext, zumeist als Gegenspieler dargestellt; alternative 
Landwirtschaft gilt als ökologisch und sozial regenerativ, während Teeplantagen Ökosysteme 
zerstören und koloniale Ausbeutungsverhältnisse reproduzieren. An dieser Schnittstelle zeigt 
meine Forschung, wie Bio-Teeplantagen alternative Anbautechniken als zentrale Elemente in  
industrielle Produktionsabläufe einbinden. Somit konsolidiert umweltfreundlichere  
Teeproduktion das Plantagensystem – und damit auch prekäre Arbeit. Indem ich das  
Zusammenspiel von Agrarökologie und sozialen Arbeitsfragen untersuche, verdeutliche ich 
auch das kritische Potenzial der Multispecies-Ethnographie: Gegen das ökologische  
Miteinander, welches das Plantagemanagement kultivieren will, leisten sowohl ArbeiterInnen 
und AufseherInnen als auch nichtmenschliche Lebewesen Widerstand. 
vi
Abstract (English)
This thesis examines the practice of organic agriculture on Indian tea plantations. Based on 
six months of fieldwork on three organic plantations in different tea-growing regions (in the  
Dibrugarh district of Assam, the Darjeeling region of West Bengal, and the Nilgiri mountains 
of Tamil Nadu), the thesis considers the daily interactions between people, tea plants, and 
other nonhuman species within the context of labour issues and production imperatives. The 
thesis theorises these small-scale interactions as “minor gestures”, in line with Erin Manning's  
notion of minor gestures as non-intentional collective acts (2013). By assembling and 
analysing these minor gestures, it is possible to outline the complex actor-networks of organic 
tea cultivation.
The thesis' main finding is that organic tea planters and consultants purposefully use 
the minor gestures between tea plants and other species to make tea plants grow productively.  
They instruct workers and supervisors to strategically implement cows, insects, and fungi into 
their cultivation processes, thereby co-opting ecological interactions to support tea 
production. While other research on plantations argues that plantations are “ecological  
simplifications” (Tsing et al 2019: 186), organic planters and consultants do not try to restrain 
the influence of other species on their crops, but instead try to influence tea plants through 
other species. They instruct workers and supervisors to use biodiverse relations to cultivate 
agricultural monocultures.
The thesis elaborates two central aspects of this productive “togetherness” (Münster  
2017) of many species: First, it emphasizes that collaborations between nonhumans, while  
beneficial for agriculture, are dependent on human inequalities. They rely on the practice of 
exploitative labor organization on Indian tea plantations that has occurred since their colonial  
origins. Seeking to capitalize on their benefit to crop productivity, organic planters and  
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consultants are often more concerned about making their plantations inhabitable for  
nonhumans than about ensuring good working conditions for workers and supervisors. 
Moreover, organic techniques tend to increase and complicate the workload, since workers  
and supervisors have to care for cows and microorganisms as well as tea plants.
Second, the thesis shows that worker and supervisor resistance against labour 
conditions changes the organic togetherness of other species. Although workers and 
supervisors sometimes openly protest against their precarious situation – for instance, during 
the 2017 general strike in Darjeeling – they mostly negotiate their labour conditions through  
acts of “everyday resistance” (Scott 1985). By avoiding or delaying the implementation of  
organic techniques, workers and supervisors also influence the minor gestures between tea  
plants and other nonhuman species, and, as a result, tea plant growth is inhibited. This 
resistance is therefore counterproductive, because it also increases the workload.
The combination of plantation studies and studies on alternative agricultures extends 
the repertoire of multispecies research. Both forms of agriculture, especially in the Indian  
context, are mostly presented as opponents: alternative agriculture is considered ecologically  
and socially regenerative, while tea plantations destroy ecosystems and reproduce colonial  
conditions of exploitation. At this interface, my research shows how organic tea plantations  
integrate alternative cultivation techniques as central elements into industrial production  
processes. Thus, more eco-friendly tea production consolidates the plantation system – and  
thereby also precarious labour. By examining the interplay of agroecology and social labor 
issues, I also illustrate the critical potential of multispecies ethnography: both workers and  
supervisors and non-human beings are resisting against the ecological togetherness that  




When I first entered India's vast fields of tea in 2016, travelling first to Assam, then to  
Darjeeling, and the Nilgiri mountains, my plan was to study how people attempt to cultivate  
plantations through organic agriculture. I was intrigued by these projects, for I understood 
plantations to be industrial monocultures that disrupt diverse ecosystems. In anthropology,  
plantations are discussed as markers of colonial and capitalist projects to turn living 
landscapes into resources through enslaved or indentured labour. Starting from here, I  
wondered what it meant to cultivate plantations “organically”. To answer this question, my  
thesis combines ethnographic and ecological descriptions of everyday tea cultivation. Over  
the course of my journey, and upon revisiting these places in the following year, I became 
particularly interested in how the tea plants, far from being passive resources, are involved in 
agricultural schemes. Tea plants constantly interact with other nonhumans, including insects,  
fungi, or the weather, and these interactions always accompany, support, or disrupt plantation  
labour and production. 
 In line with Erin Manning (2016), I call these interactions “minor gestures”; small-
scale, non-intentional collective actions. Minor gestures occur when tea-devouring fungi 
cause tea leaves to taste of cardamom and enhance the market value of the product, or when 
workers go on strike and tea bushes are subsequently overgrown by “invasive” lantana plants. 
Such small events coordinate the relationships between humans and nonhumans alongside the  
imperatives of labour and production. My ethnography draws out three aspects in particular: 
firstly, I show how organic practices intersect minor gestures and purposefully use them for  
tea cultivation. Organic practices attempt to make bugs, cows, microorganisms, and others 
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work together in a way that lets tea plants grow more productively. They mobilise diverse  
ecological relationships to cultivate monocultures. Secondly, I show how this management of 
minor gestures impacts labour relations. The uptake of organic agriculture is initiated by the  
planters and consultants, but the work is completed by the workers and supervisors. Organic 
practices require workers to care for nonhuman species, but their own situation remains 
precarious. Organic practices create forms of collaboration between different species based on  
unequal labour. Thirdly, I show how the workers' resistance to their working conditions 
influences other species and the togetherness they are supposed to coordinate.
Observing the weather is one way to become acquainted with minor gestures. Every  
year, before the monsoon is expected to hit Darjeeling by mid-April, workers on the Valley  
plantation take shifts as weather watchers, day and night. Using the balcony of the factory as  
an observation platform, they look beyond the vast plantations, which almost entirely cover 
the Himalayan foothills, towards the Bay of Bengal. From this vantage point, they are able to  
see the heavy rain clouds arriving in the distance, hours before they reach the plantation. Once 
spotted, the watcher spreads the news, and all workers swiftly prepare for the harvest of the 
second sprouting season of the year, the so-called monsoon flush. Invigorated by the heavy  
rains, tea plants rapidly produce large quantities of leaves, which sprinkle monotonous tea  
fields with lush green. The industry makes the greater part of its profits during this time;  
therefore, the planter (plantation owner) came up with the weather watching shifts, which are  
not usually part of tea production, in order to make the most of the monsoon. He informed me  
that when he converted his plantation to organic agriculture and could no longer rely on  
fertiliser, he had to come up with other ways to control his crop. During the monsoon, every  
working hour counts. Observing the interplay between the monsoon and plant growth is one 
example of how the planter's workers react to the small variations in tea plant growth, and he  
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assured me that this technique succeeded most years. However, in 2016, the rains arrived late. 
The watchers had been waiting in vain for weeks, while thousands of tea bushes were 
enduring heat and drought, until the clouds finally arrived in the beginning of May. Although 
the delay did not entirely ruin the monsoon flush, and the tea bushes recovered soon after, it  
caused losses in yield, because some of the dormant buds (banji) failed to unfold into leaves. 
This mundane seasonal shift disrupted the “orderly” plant growth according to production 
rhythms, which the workers had worked so hard to synch. The shifting monsoon played yet  
another trick on the tea growers: it benefitted the proliferation of tea mosquito bugs 
(Helopeltis theivora), which are translucent insects that suck the sap of tea plants and make 
them wither. The long stretch of hot and humid weather prior to the monsoon, and the  
eventual heaviness of the rainfall, created ideal hatching conditions for the bugs. Yet, the 
planter and his employees attempted to make the bugs useful: they mapped the areas that were 
most affected by the bugs, in order to know where the effects of the erratic monsoon were 
most drastic. The workers proceeded to dig trenches in these areas, which minimised 
waterlogging and lowered the numbers of tea mosquito bugs. This way, tea mosquito bugs  
help people deal with weather changes; or rather, people make the bugs help them by  
coordinating the bugs' effects on tea plants. This is an example of the productive togetherness 
that organic practices try to cultivate between different species on tea plantations. When I  
returned to the Valley plantation the following year, the tea bushes had slightly changed again,  
although not because of drought nor pest, but due to their human caretakers. In the summer of  
2017, a one-hundred-and-four-day strike kept the workers off the plantation for the entire 
monsoon flush. In the context of the separatist Gorkhaland movement, tea workers demanded  
an improvement of their situation, but did not achieve it. During the strike, the tea bushes,  
invigorated by the rains, outgrew their neatly pruned forms and were overgrown by other 
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plants. The cumulated frustration of the workers changed the growth of tea plants, making 
them unproductive. It also created an unproductive form of togetherness between tea plants 
and other plants, such as the “invasive” plant lantana that overgrew large parts of the tea 
fields. The workers did not just lose three months' worth of salaries and seasonal bonuses, for  
their interventions further caused a large amount of extra work. When I visited in autumn,  
they were still trimming tea plants back into shape. Seeing the impact of nonhuman micro-
interactions, I came to argue that tea cultivation is coordinated by shifting monsoons and  
hungry tea mosquito bugs, as well as by precarious labour. My ethnography shows how many  
such micro-interactions weave interspecies actor-networks together. The first part shows the  
more-than-human dynamics beyond plantation discipline by nuancing the interactions  
between people and tea plants. The second part demonstrates how organic tea planters try to  
co-opt these dynamics and describes how organic practices coordinate the interactions 
between tea plants and other nonhuman species.
One of the merits of ethnography is to render the familiar unfamiliar. It is of course
nothing new that those who cultivate plants worry about weather and pests, and that cash 
crops need to be constantly kept in check. I place these mundane interactions at the centre of  
my ethnography to show how they coordinate tea production alongside the pervasive  
dynamics which plantation studies generally emphasise. The precarious organisation of  
labour, and the resulting issues of social justice on Indian tea plantations, are substantially 
analysed in existing ethnographic research on Indian tea plantations (Chatterjee 2001; Besky 
2013; Chaudhuri 2013; Sen 2017). My study contributes a multispecies micro-perspective to 
these works; I show how issues of labour exploitation play out in the daily encounters  
between people, plants, and other nonhuman species. This approach makes it possible to  
discuss tea plantations in the context of other recent plantation studies that also apply a more-
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than-human angle. These studies link colonial and capitalist plantation systems to global  
ecological crises. Gathering around the work of Anna Tsing (2012a, 2012b, 2015, 2016, 
2017a), these works describe plantations as a prime example for the commodification of 
nonhuman life through techno-scientific control and productionist paradigms (Besky 2017;  
Chao 2018a, 2018b; Perfecto et al 2019). Considering their drastic impact on global 
ecosystems, plantations are also at the centre of debates around the Anthropocene; Donna 
Haraway even speaks of the “Plantationocene” (Haraway 2015; see also Sapp Moore et al 
2019; Tsing et al 2019). My ethnography zooms in on tea plantations to show the small-scale  
relationships that develop within such pervasive socio-political regimes. Even though  
plantations are “projects of rule” over plants (Besky and Padwe 2016: 10), and implement  
“cultivation through coercion” (Tsing 2012a: 148), people still need to orient their activities  
around the situated growth of plants. My ethnography shows that plucking, propagating, and  
tasting tea plants is a constant negotiation, because people always need to react to small  
variations in plant growth. These minor gestures course through the dominant “modes of  
ordering” (Mol 2010: 259): they intersect plantation management.
A central contribution of my thesis is the link between plantations and alternative 
agricultures. At first, the findings of studies regarding alternative agricultures in India seem to  
run contrary to plantation dynamics. Many have discussed “India's organic farming 
revolution” (Thottathil 2014) as a partial solution to many problems that the Green Revolution 
caused (Galvin 2014; Flachs 2019). However, Sarah Besky (2013) and Debarati Sen (2017)  
show that organic agriculture does not improve the precarious situations of tea plantation  
workers in Darjeeling, for it does not change the organisation of labour. My study describes 
the tensions between the plantation structure and organic aspirations from a more-than-human 
angle. I argue that organic tea planters and consultants seek to improve nonhuman life at the  
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expense of human inequality. Their efforts to make tea cultivation more eco-friendly does not 
address the vulnerability of tea workers, and sometimes even exacerbates it, because organic 
tea labour is harder for equally low salaries. Other multispecies studies of alternative 
agricultures help me to push this point further: Daniel Münster finds that practitioners of Zero  
Budget Natural Farming in Kerala create a “‘togetherness' of a variety of naturally generous  
species” (2017: 32), while Yen-Ling Tsai documents how “friendly farmers” practice 
“nonexclusive ways of farming and co-living” (2019: 342). On organic plantations, planters  
and consultants further try to create a togetherness of species, but they do so within strictly  
regulated monocultures. Organic practices try to mobilise those species that support the  
productivity tea plants: they use cow excrement and wild plants to create manure that feeds  
microorganisms. They also make tea mosquito bugs and the fungus blister blight useful rather 
than harmful. However, this togetherness also has boundaries, for people cannot make the  
“invasive plant” lantana support tea production, so they continue to try and exclude it.  
Organic planters also try to be “friendly” to other species, but only if these other species  
support the tea growing business. Organic practices try to coordinate the minor gestures  
between tea plants and other species, in order to create more productive interactions.  
Precarious labour cultivates biodiverse relationships to make monocultures more lucrative.
I complement these two central aspects of my thesis – the more-than-human dynamics  
beyond plantation discipline, and the organic tea planters' attempts to co-opt them – with a  
discussion of resistance. Both humans and nonhumans negotiate their participation in organic 
tea cultivation, and a multispecies angle on James C. Scott's (1985) notion of “everyday forms  
of peasant resistance” helps me to describe these intersecting dynamics. On the one hand, the 
ways in which tea workers and tea plants resist are very different. Tea plants do not 
purposefully counteract management instructions: they unintentionally outgrow people's  
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plans. Michael Marder coined the notion of “vegetal heteronomy” (2013: 67) to express how 
plants always follow externally determined impulses that can never be entirely co-opted by 
human intentions. By contrast, the resistance of tea workers is indeed intentional, even if it is  
not always as clearly visible as an overgrown tea bush. Although the Darjeeling strike in the 
summer of 2017 was an act of open resistance, tea workers are more likely to engage in 
mundane, hidden, and implicit techniques to improve their working conditions: they arrive 
late or work sloppily if they are exhausted, or avoid preparing and applying organic manure, 
because they find fermented cow excrements repulsive. On the other hand, despite these  
differences between human and nonhuman resistance, the two also intersect on a daily basis.  
The workers' resistance influences plant growth and the interactions of other species. When 
the workers strike, the “heteronomous” tea plants grow according to the monsoon rather than  
management instructions. When the workers pluck tea slowly or unevenly, the plants 
overgrow. When the workers do not apply manure, they affect the chemical exchanges  
between tea plants and the microorganisms in the soil. When they intersect, human and  
nonhuman resistance sometimes clash: the nonhuman reactions to human everyday resistance  
cause the workers even more work, because they have to deal with unruly plant growth. This  
nuancing of resistances accentuates the critical contribution of my thesis, and thereby follows 
requests that multispecies studies should pay more attention to social issues (Bessire and  
Bond 2014; Graeber 2015; Rekret 2016; Howard 2018). Documenting minor gestures in day-
to-day tea cultivation, I show more-than-human labour disputes on a small scale.
My ethnography is based on fieldwork on three organic tea plantations in different tea-
growing regions: (1) the Anini plantation in the Eastern part of Assam, near the city of  
Dibrugarh, (2) the Valley plantation in the Darjeeling region of West Bengal, near the city of  
Kurseong, and (3) the Tulsi smallholding in the Nilgiri mountains of Tamil Nadu, near the city  
8
of Coonoor. Not only are these three sites different in their organisation of labour and  
implementation of organic practices, but I also became involved with the communities in  
different ways. On the Anini plantation, I spent time with the supervisors and learned to see 
tea labour from an operational perspective. On the Valley plantation, I lived with tea workers  
and learned how they structure family life and personal aspirations around tea labour. On the  
Tulsi plantation, I learned from a small-scale grower how growing tea can rely on a 
nonhuman “workforce”. This multi-sited research design allows for a comparative 
perspective: my thesis shows how organic practices set in motion similar dynamics in  
different settings. I was in the field from September to December in both 2016 and 2017, thus  
my fieldwork spans a period during which the tea industry was tormented by the 
exceptionally strong 2016 monsoon, and the 2017 general strike in Darjeeling.
The remainder of the introduction spells out more clearly the position of my study in 
the current debate on plantations in particular, and within multispecies studies in general. I  
begin with a more detailed exploration of Erin Manning's minor gesture, which constitutes the  
theoretical thrust of my argument. Through this lens, I proceed to review recent plantation  
studies and situate my approach therein. Then, I introduce my methodology. Finally, I provide  
an overview of the structure of thesis.
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The minor gestures of tea plants
Erin Manning's (2016) notion of the minor gesture is the guiding theoretical impulse for this  
ethnography.1 In the following, I firstly explain Manning's original term. Secondly, I turn it  
into an analytical tool for multispecies ethnography, specifically for people-plant relations. 
Thirdly, I explain how I develop the term throughout my thesis.
Erin Manning's notion stands in the context of the recent new materialist turn, which  
theorises how agency emerges in embodied encounters between humans and nonhumans 
(Barad 2007; Bennett 2009; Coole 2013). More generally, new materialism de-centralises the 
human as a focus of philosophical or anthropological inquiry, and places it within a complex  
continuum of nonhuman dynamics. Humans are seen as “entangled” (Barad 2007) with soils,  
electricity, gut bacteria, or artificial intelligence technology, which can therefore be seen as  
“vibrant matter” (Bennett 2009). Human societies and cultures are always more-than-human,  
because the human and the nonhuman are inseparable from each other and mutually 
constitutive. Entanglement frames and traces complex, hybrid, and ever-changing dynamics. 
More specifically, within this continuum, Erin Manning's minor gesture describes a particular  
register: not the dominant dynamics of collective agency, but “the force of the nonvoluntary in  
our daily lives” (2016: 20), spontaneous interactions that effect subtle changes to the overall  
dynamic.2 She writes that minor gestures are “leading the event elsewhere than toward the 
governant fixity of the major, be it the major in the name of normative political structures, of  
institutional life, of able-bodiedness, of gender conformity, of racial segregation” (ibid.: 7).
1 Erin Manning refers to Gilles Deleuze's and Félix Guattari's “minor literatures” (1987). Another new
materialist interpretation of the same notion comes from Jane Bennett, who speaks of “minor
experiences” as strategies to “rendering oneself more open to the surprise of other selves and bodies and 
more willing and able to enter into productive assemblages with them” (2001: 131).
2 Erin Manning often applies minor gestures to the study of neurotypicality; she argues that elements of
“autistic perception” also feature in neurotypical experiences but are not articulated (2016: 14). The
“autistic” elements are minor gestures that have the potential to change what is accepted as
neurotypical.
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The minor gesture is gestural – a nonverbal and corporeal movement that is  
momentary and passing. It is non-oppositional: it does not originate from a clearly-bounded 
subject but disperses in interactions between diverse actors. It is non-intentional: it neither  
follows an incentive nor a goal. In Erin Manning's account, the minor gesture could be any  
spontaneous impulse (physical movement, affect, emotion, or sensory perception) that  
emerges when different bodies meet. Minor gestures are interactive forces that occur all the  
time but are rarely noticed, neither in daily life nor in scholarship. They do not describe that  
which is “volitionally directed by a human subject” (ibid.: 16), but the “involuntary share of  
activity” (ibid.: 16) that passes between bodies, materials, affects, and emotions. In Erin  
Manning's work, minor gestures show how that which is marginalised from dominant 
perception still participates in shaping it, and sometimes also in changing it. The small  
gestures that usually pass by unnoticed can nevertheless give impulses to more dominant 
dynamics.
The nonhuman life that accompanies mundane human activities has many such 
generally unnoticed impulses. The varying shapes of plants, the composition of soils, and the  
fungi on the underside of leaves often pass almost unperceived, but they also participate in  
ecosystems and affect people's lives, if only faintly. Reading Erin Manning, with regard to the 
more-than-human life on tea plantations that is so strictly managed by production incentives, I 
am moved to ask: what can minor gestures tell us about the participation of nonhumans on 
plantations? In the following, I apply Erin Manning's notion specifically to human encounters  
with the plants, animals, insects, and microorganisms that inhabit tea plantations. Multispecies  
ethnography is already concerned with the collective, non-intentional dynamics in more-than-
human contexts. As “companion species”, humans and nonhumans are caught up in uneven  
interdependencies to each other (Haraway 2003). Multispecies ethnographers document the 
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diverse ways in which companion species are folded into human societies and cultures – not  
as a passive material basis, but as active participants that shape and determine human lives. I  
now add minor gestures to this repertoire of interdependencies. Minor gestures particularly 
describe the small interactions which are not part of dominant dynamics, but more casual  
interactions which happen throughout them. When species meet, they constantly exchange  
chemical, biological, affective, sensory information on a micro-scale. Minor gestures are these  
spontaneous, collective, non-intentional impulses that continuously pass between species and  
co-create multispecies communities. Together, minor gestures form webs of interaction that 
influence tea cultivation.
I use the notion of the minor gesture specifically as an ethnographic tool to describe  
the encounters between people and tea plants, as well as other nonhumans that mediate 
between the two. Thereby, I look towards the recent “plant turn” (Myers 2015, 2017) or  
“critical plant studies” (Stark 2015) in multispecies studies and, specifically, at the 
relationships between plants and people in agriculture. Central to these is the idea of 
“human/crop co-evolution” (Van Dooren 2012), which suggests that humans impose selection 
pressures on plants, but plants also participate in their own domestication: their organisms 
dictate cropping systems, or seasonal patterns. I argue that one way in which plants negotiate  
their own domestication is through minor gestures. I locate the minor gestures of plants in 
“the plant's dependence on something other than itself” – their “heteronomy” – which 
Michael Marder outlines in his “philosophy of vegetal life” (2013: 67). He finds that, being  
immobile, plants depend on the air, soil, and animals around them – on their “other” (ibid.:  
73). Plants grow with their environment, to which they are wholly “non-oppositional” (ibid.:  
70). On the one hand, this enables humans to influence plant growth to a large degree; for  
instance, by altering the temperature of a hothouse, and thereby to influence plants more than  
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all other factors. Agriculture is the human ambition to manipulate plant organisms towards 
certain growth rhythms, shapes, and chemical compositions. On the other hand, multiple other  
forces still interfere with plant organisms, even in highly human-controlled surroundings, and 
people have to constantly readjust their cultivation strategies according to the plants' “other”  
situated interactions. Determined by their biological organisms and those of companion  
species, as well as other concrete impulses (weather, soil chemistry), plants amplify all of the  
forces that connect to them, irrespective of what they are, and what they aim for.
Tea plants enact minor gestures together with the many other bodies that feed, eat,  
pluck, or taste them. Although plantation management has a pervasive influence on the shapes  
and rhythms according to which tea plants grow, the plants are never solely responsive to it.  
There are always other processes and other bodies to which they also react. Although people  
direct daily efforts towards making tea plants grow in a certain way, and to uphold a certain 
order, slight variations appear all the time. Tea plants overgrow or do not grow fast enough,  
because of too much sun or too little rain, negligent plucking, insects that eat them, et cetera.  
Most of the time, these variations do not change much in the overall scheme, and people  
easily revert them again, but their consistent appearance shows that there is more going on 
than straightforward growing, trimming, harvesting, and manufacturing of tea. The latter are  
the “major” activities (Manning 2016: 1) that have the most visible impact on tea plant  
growth, but they never entirely determine it. Dominant impulses are co-composed by 
unexpected, unscheduled, unruly relations. Plantation management always has to negotiate,  
adjust, yield, and respond to nonhuman lives.
My ethnography describes the minor gestures of tea plants in three different registers: 
the “heteronomy” of tea plants in relation to the weather, to other nonhuman species, and to  
the workers' interventions. Very frequently, minor gestures emerge when tea plants react to the  
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temperature or humidity around them, and grow spontaneously different to production  
schedules. These events are increased and accelerated by numerous companion species on the 
one side, and the labour of tea workers on the other side. Sometimes, these three registers  
overlap; for instance, when a workers' strike meets both the monsoon and the strong growth of 
an insect population. Sometimes, they are in tension with one another, such as when the 
exchange of chemicals between microorganisms and plants is interrupted, because the 
workers cannot find time and energy to care for the cows, whose dung feeds microorganisms  
in turn. Taken together, minor gestures form a web of relations that exists within cultivation 
routines and labour organisation: that takes part in them, supports them, disrupts them, and  
changes them. As I elaborate further below, my thesis outlines more closely how these  
relational fields intersect.
A central finding of my study is that organic tea growers often purposefully weave this  
web of minor gestures into their practices. Since they can no longer rely on the accuracy and  
efficiency of agro-chemical fertilisers and pesticides, they try to co-opt the interactions  
between various species to nourish tea plants and to keep insects and fungi at bay. Generally,  
other species are eliminated from plantation monocultures as thoroughly as possible, but  
organic tea growers recruit them to support tea cultivation. They try to manipulate the web of  
minor gestures between other species to make tea plants grow productively. This changes the  
relationships of the companion species involved; it creates an interspecies agency which I call  
togetherness, after Daniel Münster's conceptualisation of alternative agricultures (2015b,  
2017).3 On organic tea plantations, togetherness is a cultivation practice that seeks to direct  
the involuntary interactions between companion species towards the productivity of tea  
plants. In this point, my usage of minor gestures differs from Erin Manning's notion, who 
3 Daniel Münster's notion of togetherness is inspired by Sebastian Abrahamsson's and Filippo Bertoni's 
work on “compost politics” (2014), but I refer to Daniel Münster's appropriation of the term specifically 
for agrarian contexts, as I explain later.
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applies it to unintentional enactments. I suggest that organic tea growers intend the  
unintentional interactions between species. Or rather, in my ethnography, minor gestures  
move at the intersection between human intention and more-than-human non-intentionality.  
Human plans, designs, and hopes incite other species' spontaneous interactions.
Literature
My ethnography shows how the web of minor gestures coordinates the relationships between 
people, tea plants, and other species on a micro-level. This perspective complements previous 
accounts of plantations, which focus mostly on the larger scales of political economy and  
social justice. In the following, I review these other accounts and show where and how my  
ethnography intersects. Firstly, I review the colonial repercussions and social inequalities that  
compose Indian tea plantations. Secondly, I review more general principles of plantations as  
pervasive agro-industrial systems. Thirdly, I review the debate around the critical potential of  
more-than-human approaches and discuss how minor gestures address inequality and 
resistance. Throughout, I develop the notion of the organic plantation as a paradoxical model 
that incorporates both inequality and togetherness, both monoculture and biodiversity.
Growing tea in India
My ethnography moves at the intersection between ecological and social issues, which  
scholarship on Indian tea plantations has hitherto only considered separately. In the following,  
I discuss this literature and show how I fill the gap between political economy and ecology by  
portraying tea cultivation as a web of small-scale interspecies interactions.
Current ethnographic and historiographic studies on Indian tea plantations foreground 
exploitation and inequality in tea labour as residual effects of colonialism (Varma 2006, 2017;  
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Chatterjee 2001; Sharma 2006, 2011; Besky 2013; Chaudhuri 2013; Sen 2017; Rappaport 
2017). In the first half of the 19th century, British colonial personnel established tea  
plantations in different parts of the Indian subcontinent, most famously in Assam, Darjeeling,  
the Nilgiri mountains, the Dooars, and Munnar.4 The East India Company took fertile lands 
from the local population, burned down vast forests, and brought in large numbers of 
indentured labourers, the so-called “coolies” (Varma 2006, 2017; Daniel 2008; Sharma 2006,  
2011). Workers for Assamese and Nilgiri plantations were mostly recruited from different  
Adivasi communities, whereas Darjeeling's plantations were staffed by Gurkha communities.  
People from these diverse groups arrived on the plantations from all over the subcontinent and 
toiled under indenture contracts, endured poverty and physical torture, and were at the mercy 
of their planters for food, housing, and medicine (Varma 2006). Tea plantation workers never 
passively accepted the exploitation of their lives and labour, and resistance in terms of union  
organisation, as well as violence, was always part of the industry (Das 2016; Das 2019).
With 1350.04 million kilograms of tea being produced in the financial year of  
2018/2019, India is currently the second biggest tea producer in the world after China. 5 Indian 
tea growers export only over one tenth of their production, because of the huge domestic 
market. Profit has been slowly but steadily growing in the recent decade. However, Indian tea  
workers still face precarious conditions of labour and life. Their salaries are significantly 
below minimum wage: around 150 INR per day on the plantations I visited. In comparison, 
the 2019 minimum wage in Assam was 254,91 INR, but tea workers earned between 137 and 
170 INR (Banerji and Willoughby 2019). Based on its preceding colonial template, the 1951 
Plantation Labour Act guarantees social welfare in terms of provisions in housing, health care,  
4 Other important tea-growing regions today are: Anamallais, Wayanad, Karnataka, Kangra, and
Travancore. Tea plantations are currently increasingly established in the North Eastern states Tripura,
Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, and Nagaland.
5 The numbers in this paragraph depict the production statistics of the Tea Board of India: 
http://www.teaboard.gov.in/pdf/Production_Region_wise_pdf2736.pdf (accessed March 4 2020)
http://www.teaboard.gov.in/pdf/Website_World_Tea_pdf7894.pdf (accessed March 4 2020)
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food rations, and schooling. This regulation leaves much leeway to planters and generally  
turns out rather meagre (Besky 2013). Housed in the “labour line” huts on the mostly remote 
estates that employ them, workers are often spatially and socially marginalised, and remain  
plagued by bad hygienic conditions, health problems, child labour, and drug abuse (Chatterjee  
2001; Besky 2013; Chaudhuri 2013; Sen 2017). Labour conventions have hardly changed, 
and “heritage” buildings and infrastructures, such as factories and housing, are still lived and 
worked in (Besky 2013). Descendants of the same families who were once employed in the 
19th century industry are still inheriting their relatives' plantation jobs (Chatterjee 2001), 6 and 
have few chances to change their situations (Chaudhuri 2013). In this light, recent  
ethnographies describe today's tea industry as a “colonial ruin” and “an active reminder of  
colonial production and a continued force of colonial destruction” (Besky 2013: 41, see also 
Stoler 2013). Piya Chatterjee outlines how the colonial labour regime is reproduced 
specifically through overlapping processes of gender and caste oppression (Chatterjee 2001).  
Sarah Besky outlines the moral economy of tea workers that emerges in this setting: a 
“tripartite moral economy” (Besky 2013: 32) involving relationships of care and reciprocity  
between management, workers, and tea plants. She finds that workers see their care for the tea  
bushes as an exchange for their management's care through provisions, but feel that this  
arrangement is in decline since the economic liberalisation of India in 1991. Debarati Sen  
adds that female tea workers' perceptions of social justice are also rarely compatible with the  
criteria of Fair Trade and organic certification (Sen 2017). For example, she shows that  
although small-scale tea farmers often appreciate these forms of “sustainable” production,  
“women plantation workers perceive the new Fair Trade and organic certification policies as  
6 Plantation jobs are mostly inherited on the female side, so male family members often only get
temporary jobs and have to search for day work outside (Besky 2013; Sen 2017). Unlike the accounts of  
Sarah Besky, Debarati Sen, and Piya Chatterjee, my ethnography does not primarily focus on the mostly  
female tea workers. A great part of my work engages with the planters, consultants, and supervisors
who are in charge of labour management are almost always male.
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an additional layer of management intervention and disciplining of their daily work and social 
lives” (ibid.: 3).
The ethnographies of Sarah Besky, Debarati Sen, and Piya Chatterjee accompanied me 
throughout my research and gave me useful analytical tools to understand the social worlds  
and predicaments of tea plantations. However, there were also issues that they could not help  
me with:7 worries about the weather, soil conditions, and pests are omnipresent, and people's 
interest in organic agriculture is mostly directly related to these. It was not just the provision  
system that workers felt to be in decline, but planters, consultants, supervisors, and workers  
alike worried about the ecological state of their plantations. Currently, both Indian national  
media (Nowogrodzki 2019; Hussain 2010; Borah 2010; Das 2013) and agronomical studies  
(Duncan et al 2016; Biggs et al 2018; Han et al 2018) investigate the ecological issues of the 
tea industry, specifically the impacts of changing climates. Even though organic agriculture 
does not improve the lives of workers, it is still an important aspect of today's tea industry: the 
“premiumisation” of tea is how tea producers deal with ever more difficult ecological  
conditions, such as adverse weather (Seetharaman 2018). The production of “speciality” teas,  
such as organic teas, increases profit rates which would otherwise be declining. Considering  
these issues, I became interested in how labour inequalities develop in a more-than-human 
context, and how organic agriculture affects them.
Building on a wider trend in environmental history that describes plantations as “a  
broader remaking of relations among humans, plants, and place” (Mastnak et al 2014: 364), 
the historiographic studies of Arnab Dey (2015, 2018) and Arupjyoti Saikia (2014) already 
consider the more-than-human context in the colonial tea industry. They read ecological  
7 In his review of Sarah Besky, Daniel Münster remarks that she has little to say about “Darjeeling's 
plants, soils and climates, their health, fertility and the co-production of plants and political economy” 
(Münster 2015a). In her response, Sarah Besky agrees that her monograph only “selectively” employs a 
multispecies angle, and that this remains a “loose end” (Besky 2016b). Sarah Besky has since 
elaborated on people-plant-relationships more generally (Besky, Padwe 2016; Besky 2017). Her new 
monograph on tea taste was published in the beginning of 2020, when this thesis was already written.
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problems as another colonial repercussion: even before changing weather patterns were  
referred to as climate change, the large-scale deforestation necessary to cover extensive areas  
with tea bushes has caused drastic changes in local microclimates (ibid.).  Deforestation has  
also led to a loss of wildlife and biodiversity, soil erosion, landslides, and scarcity of water –  
conditions that continue to trouble tea-growing regions until today (ibid.). Arnab Dey shows 
that, in 1873, British planters came to “the damning conclusion that the very conditions  
necessary for successful tea harvests created the host environment for the bug” (2015: 548); 
namely, the clearing of forests. Tea monocultures are ideal breeding grounds for the insects  
and fungi that eat tea leaves (ibid.). During almost two-hundred years of plantation  
agriculture, tea cultivation was increasingly intensified through the use of agro-chemical  
fertilisers and pesticides, which momentarily alleviate some of the impediments to  
productivity, but actually increase them in the long-term: they leach nutrients from the soil  
and contaminate the water (Biggs et al 2018). These issues also motivate planters and 
consultants to take up organic agriculture.8 Organic practices try to improve the ecological 
conditions on plantations, as I explain in more detail in the next chapter. 
In order to link organic practices to labour issues, my ethnography looks at the more-
than-human relationships of daily work: the plucking, propagating, and tasting of tea, the  
preparation of organic manure, and “pest” control methods. I portray tea plantations as sites of  
ambivalent encounters between workers and tea plants, precarious livelihoods and hungry tea  
mosquito bugs, colonial regulations and climate change, and many more. By following minor  
gestures, I explain how humans and nonhumans, social inequality, and ecology intersect in 
daily encounters. On the one hand, these activities change the ecological situation of tea  
plantations, improving the soil and plant health. On the other hand, these healthier conditions 
8 Increasing consumer awareness also influences this decision. A planter wrote to me: “What if the 
consumer becomes aware of the chemical content in the tea we drink, as it happened with the fizz 
drinks?”
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are based on old inequalities. Planters and consultants demand that the workers and  
supervisors care for other species, but this care work takes place in precarious labour  
conditions.
Organic plantations
In order to elaborate on these relationships, I draw upon both recent plantation studies and 
studies of alternative agricultures. At first glance, these two seem to be opposites, but I show 
how they are connected: organic tea plantations cultivate monocultures through agro-
ecological practices, and they create a togetherness of species through exploitative labour.
Anna Tsing theorises plantations as cropping systems that introduce “cultivation 
through coercion” (2012a: 148) of both people and plants. In both past and present,  
plantations are set up through the displacement or even extermination of local people and 
plants, the preparation of now-empty land, and the import of racialised, enslaved labour and  
cloned cash crops for mass-production (Tsing 2015). Plantations are “ecological 
simplifications” (Tsing et al 2019: 186) where living organisms are disciplined into resources 
by removing them from biodiverse life worlds and reinserting them into economically 
structured and rigidly managed environments: “Investors simplify ecologies to standardize  
their products and to maximize the speed and efficiency of replication” (Tsing 2017a: 59). 
Plantations thus become “machines of replication” (Tsing 2016: 4) designed to produce vast  
amounts of assets, and all life that does not contribute to profit is eliminated (Tsing 2017a).  
This management is a “project of rule” (Besky and Padwe 2016: 10) that seeks to make plant  
growth scalable (Tsing 2015). 
However, Anna Tsing also considers the “unruly edges” of plantations (Tsing 2012a) – 
the marginal but disruptive circumstances which plantation dynamics create. Ultimately,  
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plantations spread the “proliferation” of pathogens, because monocultures are breeding 
grounds for those insects, fungi, and microorganisms that eat the respective cash crop (Tsing 
2017a: 52). Unruly edges undermine the rationality of plantations, but they do not erase their 
detrimental effects, and often even spread them beyond plantation borders. Accounts of  
plantation-generated pathogens that disturb ecosystems outside of plantations are abound in 
the literature that follows Anna Tsing's argument (Gan 2017; Perfecto et al 2019). Indian tea 
plantations function in a similar way. Exploited workers cultivate vast monocultures where 
there used to be large forests. In order to be productive and predictable, tea bushes are cloned,  
plucked, trimmed, and sprayed: their interactions with other species are strictly limited. Since  
their colonial inception, industrial tea production has been negatively affected by insects and  
fungi that sometimes devour whole plantations, and whose populations would never have 
reached this magnitude without the tea landscapes serving as an ideal breeding ground. 
Organic tea planters and consultants insert organic practices into these dynamics. At 
first, this move seems to depart from “conventional” tea cultivation, because organic practices  
are not usually associated with monocultures or indentured labour. In India, organic 
agriculture is often seen as a constructive response to agrarian crises (Thottathil 2014).9 Sheila 
Seshia Galvin studies how organic agriculture is taken up by smallholder farmers through an  
initiative taken by the Uttarakhand state government. She has found that organic practices  
provide farmers with “opportunities for previously unrecognized expressions of agency and  
identity” (2014: 125). Organic soil care makes the farmers' efforts politically and  
economically visible; it positively refashions agrarian identities (ibid.). Similarly, Andrew 
Flachs acknowledges that organic agriculture can help cotton farmers in Telangana “pursue  
well-being” when they adapt new knowledge and new forms of social capital (2019: 117).  
9 Current Indian agrarian crises are often attributed to the Green Revolution (Thottathil 2014), which 
industrialised a large part of the cash crop agriculture since 1947. As colonial institutions, tea 
plantations were not part of this development.
21
Daniel Münster goes even further, arguing that “Zero Budget Natural Farming” offers 
smallholders in Kerala a wholly different “ontological politics” of farming: “sensing, 
inhabiting, and dwelling in new ways on the farm and cultivating modes of care that allow for 
symbiotically relating to soils, plants, insects, animals, and even microbes” (2018: 751).  
Central to this “ontological politics” is not just the improvement of the farmers' livelihoods,  
but also of their relationships to nonhumans. 
On the tea plantations I visited, organic agriculture does not have the same effects as  
in smallholder farming. Tea workers' care for other species is not rewarded by more money or 
social recognition. The additional profits from organic certification stay with the company,  
and only planters and consultants are publicly appreciated as eco-friendly entrepreneurs. Also,  
tea plants are still plucked, tasted, cloned, manufactured, and sold according to similar  
parameters as on non-organic plantations. Even though agro-chemicals are omitted, organic 
plantations are still intensely managed, large-scale monocultures. On the one hand, organic  
practices require supervisors and workers to engage more closely with tea plants and other  
species. Like smallholders in Uttarakhand and Kerala, they also need to assess the consistency  
of manures and the relations of their plants to other species. On the other hand, this  
involvement is not a different “ontological politics”, but a new technique for the plantation's  
simplification and replication of ecological relations. Organic practices try to make the  
interactions between insects, fungi, microorganisms, or cows support the productivity of tea  
plants. Organic practices create a strategic togetherness that serves to maintain tea  
monocultures by the more diverse polycultures at their margins. This togetherness sits in sites  
of “ecological simplification”; it co-opts non-scalable ecological relationships to enhance the  
productivity of tea plants. In increasingly difficult ecological conditions, organic agriculture  
ensures the productivity of plantations in the long run. As plantation-induced ecological  
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damage takes its toll, tea plantations can only proceed through bio-diversifying their  
production. Organic plantations are a juxtaposition of techno-scientific practices and 
biodiversity, colonial land management and agro-ecological practices, and labour exploitation  
and aspirations of sustainability. The “microbial abundance” (Münster 2017: 27) of “living 
soils” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2015: 12), the “pest-centric rethinking” (Van Dooren and 
O'Gorman 2017: 2) of “friendly farming” (Tsai 2019), the “plant sensing” (Myers 2015) of 
ecologically situated taste (Perullo 2016), the weedy, unscalable, unruly aspects of plant 
growth (Marder 2013) are steered towards profit.
These findings are connected to the larger dynamics which plantations and plantation-
like organisations create all over the globe. Anthropologists have discussed plantations as part 
of Anthropocene dynamics – those human activities which so pervasively influence global  
ecologies that they constitute a distinct geological epoch. 10 Donna Haraway coined the term 
“Plantationocene” to refer to the specific anthropogenic ecologies effected by “the devastating  
transformation of diverse kinds of human-tended farms, pastures, and forests into extractive  
and enclosed plantations” (Haraway 2015: 162). Bruno Latour describes Plantationocene 
dynamics as “a certain, historically specific, way of appropriating the land, namely an 
appropriation of land as if land was not there” (Latour et al 2018: 591). The notion takes 
plantation influence beyond colonial spheres towards global trajectories and geological time.  
Many have emphasised the continuous and ever-increasing impact of plantation-like  
organisations: most iconically of palm oil plantations (Taussig 2018; Chao 2018a, 2018b; Li  
2014, 2017), but also of factory-farmed animals (Overstreet 2018). This panorama addresses 
how plantation-bred social, economic, and environmental inequalities cause both accelerated  
species extinction and wealth disparity (Sapp Moore et al 2019). This vantage point is 
10 Climatologists Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin connect colonialism and the Anthropocene thesis by 
proposing 1610 as one possible “birth year” of the Anthropocene (Lewis and Maslin 2015 quoted in 
Sapp Moore et al 2019).
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difficult to take for anthropologists, who observe locally specific contexts. Many have thus  
argued that the Anthropocene should be studied as “fractured” and “patchy” (Tsing 2016: 2),  
or as multiple locally different Anthropocenes (Mathews 2018), because such scenarios are 
similar across the globe, but they are also locally different.
Assembling minor gestures is also a “fractured” and “patchy” exercise. It shows that 
on the micro-scale of daily labour, the Plantationocene is neither limited to specific cultivation  
methods nor to one single paradigm. Organic tea growers no longer cultivate tea “as if land 
was not there” (Latour et al 2018: 591), but try to make the land itself support their 
production. On organic plantations, environmental concern goes hand in hand with profit-
seeking. This mobilises forms of plantations that protect and co-opt ecological processes by  
bio-diversifying “modular simplifications” and by offsetting “feral proliferations” (Tsing et al 
2019: 186). In devising a “greener” form of production, organic practices protect plantations  
from some of their self-induced restraints.
Togetherness and resistance
By foregrounding the difficult situations of tea workers, the literature on Indian tea  
plantations carries an obligation for engaged criticism. By contrast, it is often said that  
multispecies perspectives do not serve critical inquiry: many have argued that a focus on  
nonhumans does not pay enough attention to the divisions within human societies and 
disregards political questions, even though these ultimately determine ecological relations  
(Howard 2018; Graeber 2015; Bessire and Bond 2014; Ahmed 2008). To ally multispecies  
perspectives with critical analysis, I foreground that nonhuman agency is always embedded in  
social processes, and I focus my research specifically on the intersections where more 
traditional agrarian concerns of labour intersect with new concerns of agro-ecology (Guthman  
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2014; Münster 2015b; Galvin 2018). Specifically, I take a multispecies perspective on James 
C. Scott's “everyday resistance” (1985) to show the contestations of organic tea production.
I do this in two steps: on the one hand, I ask urgent questions of ecological  
transformation together with organic tea planters and consultants, who are the driving forces  
of organic agriculture on the plantations I visited. My ethnography connects their concerns  
about “sustainable” production with the anthropological ambition to extend sociality to the  
more-than-human. Both organic tea growers and multispecies ethnographers agree that  
nonhumans are crucial factors in human lives, and that paying more attention to nonhumans  
can improve human lives as well. When the many lives of a forest matter less than the  
revenue of the plantation crops that can be grown in their stead, the integrity of ecosystems  
with which human life is closely entangled is threatened. Therefore, the ambition to open up 
anthropocentric thinking reframes traditional critical questions: “How do colonialism,  
capitalism, and their associated unequal power relations play out within a broader web of  
life?” (Van Dooren et al 2016: 3), and how can people intervene to protect other species? The 
togetherness that organic tea planters and consultants want to cultivate on their plantations can  
be seen as an intervention into more ecologically harmful practices. 
Yet, on the other hand, I also critically assess the interventions of organic tea growers 
as to the inequalities they create or recreate. On tea plantations, inequality and ecological  
problems intersect and co-produce each other: just like tea workers are marginalised by low-
wage labour, many nonhumans are marginalised by the effects of this labour, because 
deforestation and monocultures destroy their habitats and decimate their populations. In turn,  
as tea plantations continue to undermine “ecosystem services” and struggle to stay productive,  
this makes workers' livelihoods even more precarious (Dey 2015, 2018; Saikia 2014). Organic 
tea planters and consultants partially rethink and remake these relationships. Organic practices  
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improve nonhuman livelihoods, but they do so through reproducing unequal labour. When 
organic practices are introduced into the unequal conditions of tea plantations, they do not  
significantly change their basic organisation.11 Workers on organic plantations receive similar 
salaries and provisions as on conventional plantations, and their housing situations are also  
similar (Besky 2016a; Sen 2017). Organic practices sometimes even exacerbate the situations  
of workers, for they often require a large amount of strenuous additional tasks at the same pay  
levels. This mismatch of ecological and social concerns is right at the centre of organic  
plantations. Togetherness improves the life conditions for plants, animals, insects, and fungi,  
but it reproduces the struggles of tea workers.
Within persistent inequalities, minor gestures zoom in on the daily negotiations of 
power between tea workers, planters, supervisors, and nonhumans. This perspective shows 
two dynamics in particular: firstly, it shows the “everyday resistance” of tea workers (Scott  
1985). Most of the time, tea workers do not openly resist their oppressive situation, but there 
are some notable exceptions, such as the 2017 strike in Darjeeling, or occasional violent  
confrontations in the Assamese gardens (Das 2019). Thinking with the work of James C.  
Scott, I found that tea workers negotiate their situations in spontaneous, cautious,  
uncoordinated, and mostly anonymous everyday practices, like noncompliance, slowdown, or  
unpunctuality. While these practices do not directly confront the authority of planters and  
managers, they grant the workers a small amount of influence over their immediate work  
conditions. By showing up late for shifts, workers negotiate more time for household chores 
or subsistence gardening. By plucking mostly in the shady tea rows, they secure their relative 
comfort. By skipping manure preparation when their superiors are not present, they avoid the 
pungent smells of fermented cow excrements. The everyday resistance of tea workers also 
11 These unequal eco-social relationships extent towards the global markets in which tea is traded. 
International consumers of Indian tea accept and sustain both ecological damage and exploitative 
labour. The commercial success of organic tea points towards the same complicity.
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influences the nonhumans they care for. When workers pluck irregularly or unevenly, tea  
plants grow unruly, and lantana plants or other weeds that are otherwise excluded from 
organic togetherness find their way into the plantation. When workers do not mix and spray 
manure, this also changes which species can live amongst tea plants, and how tea plants grow 
amongst them. 
Secondly, the small-scale perspective also focuses on this everyday resistance of 
nonhumans, or rather their non-intentional resistance. Nonhumans do not purposefully act in 
opposition to the management, but they, too, try to fulfil the requirements of their organisms 
beyond official regulations. Even without the workers' impetus, nonhuman interactions 
sometimes deviate from instructions. Tea plants sometimes flower and go into seed, which 
makes their leaves coarse. Tea bug nymphs suck sap from tea leaves, making them wither.  
Lantana roots compete with tea plant roots for soil nutrition. When the everyday resistance of  
workers engages the non-intentional resistance of nonhumans, tea plants grow unruly. 
Productive organic togetherness is intersected and, at times, disrupted by the interventions of  
workers, tea plants, and other species, but there is no alliance between the intentional 
resistance of workers and the nonintentional resistance of nonhumans. Unruly tea plants  
create even more work for the workers who have to deal with the consequences themselves. 
Throughout my thesis, both forms of resistance emerge as interrelated but also separate 
dynamics that constitute each other in different ways. The workers' resistance sometimes  
spurs nonhuman resistance, nonhuman resistance sometimes limits the workers' resistance, 
and, when both forms of resistance come together, they sometimes interrupt plantation 
production.
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Methods for minor gestures
Minor gestures and acts of everyday resistance are at the centre of my ethnography, but they  
are not prominent features of life and work on tea plantations. It was difficult to  
systematically design field methods for these types of events, because they are, by definition,  
mostly unnoticed. Multispecies research further complicated my access to the “involuntary  
share of activity” (Manning 2016: 16) between humans and nonhumans: focussing on 
nonhuman species, multispecies ethnographers often find “‘the social' as a distraction rather 
than as that which I painstakingly work to see and to explain” (Hartigan 2017: 260). I, too, 
tried to cultivate what Anna Tsing calls the “arts of noticing” (2010). 
Yet, to see and explain the intersections of plant growth and plantation management,  
nonhuman life, and the interventions of tea workers, I first had to learn about their contexts. I  
did this by conducting ethnographic fieldwork on three different organic tea plantations in  
three different tea-growing regions. These field sites reflect the diversity of organic  
production: the Anini plantation in Assam is a small plantation that produces inexpensive  
“standard” tea, the Valley plantation in Darjeeling is a large plantation that produces large  
amounts of very expensive “speciality” tea, and the Tulsi smallholding in the Nilgiri  
mountains produces small batches of hand-manufactured “speciality” tea. The three sites also  
practice organic agriculture in different ways: the Anini plantation practices Vriksayurveda 
(said to refer to Vedic teachings), the Valley plantation practices bio-dynamic agriculture  
(based on the musings of Rudolph Steiner), and the small-scale grower on Tulsi plantation  
practices self-devised methods.
My approach combines multi-sited fieldwork and participant observation with plant 
observation. Firstly, multi-sited fieldwork helped me to identify the similar dynamics that  
organic practices set in motion in these different settings. In all three cases, the preparation of  
organic concoctions (like manure or pesticides from cow excrements) was implemented in  
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order to cultivate a togetherness of species. Yet, this implementation was always contingent  
upon the labour relations and conflicts behind it. Secondly, I regarded these dynamics more  
closely when I lived with tea workers and supervisors in the labour line huts on the 
plantations and participated in tea plucking and processing. Unstructured conversations and 
observations allowed me to see not only how organic techniques are implemented, but also  
the dynamics they unfold and the impulses they give to daily life and work. I learned that  
workers and supervisors often avoid, delay, or neglect the implementation of organic 
techniques behind the backs of the planters and consultants. Thirdly, plant observation 
enabled me to see how plants and other species react to both the cultivation of organic  
togetherness and the workers' and supervisors' togetherness. I did this by observing, 
collecting, and sketching tea plants, all of which are techniques recommended by biologist  
Craig Holdrege, in order to understand plant physiognomy and growth patterns concretely, in  
their specific place-bound encounters (2013). By studying tea plants in this way, I noticed the  
shapes and sequences in which they grow. I complemented these insights with input from 
botanical and agronomical literature. During my first round of fieldwork, I learned what plant  
growth shows about the plants' circumstances: that they were diseased, or that they had not  
been plucked. During my second round of fieldwork, I was then able to ask more precise 
questions about these processes: what these diseases did to plants, what measures people took  
against the diseases, why the plants had not been plucked. My methodology allows me to link 
ethnographic descriptions to ecological descriptions, or, more specifically, to join the daily  
routines of tea workers and the ecological interactions in the tea fields.
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Thesis Structure
The next chapter continues the introduction and introduces my field sites, the people I met  
there, and their ways of cultivating tea. The main part follows, which is divided into two 
ethnographic chapters.
The first ethnographic chapter describes how minor gestures coordinate the relations  
between tea plants, workers, and plantation management. It documents how people try to  
influence plant organisms, and also how plants outgrow these influences and frame their own  
conditions, which are then sometimes used to support organic practices. A subchapter on tea  
plucking explains how workers try to synch the growth rhythms of tea plants to production  
schedules through targeted plucking, and how these schedules are frequently changed by the  
weather and/or by the workers' interventions, such as unpunctuality or strike. A subchapter on 
propagation explains how people try to make tea plants scalable by cloning genetically  
identical plants, but also how people save seeds to use their non-scalable diversity to adapt to  
changing weather patterns. Both cloned plants and plants grown from seed often outgrow 
these schemes. A subchapter on tea tasting explains how, besides trying to homogenise the  
taste of tea, organic tea growers also use taste to assess how tea plants grow in relation to their  
surroundings. Taste also helps them to implement organic techniques.
The second ethnographic chapter describes how organic tea growers engage 
companion species in their cultivation techniques. They coordinate a togetherness of different  
species that are made to work together to ensure the productivity of tea plants. A subchapter 
on tea mosquito bugs and the fungi blister blight explains how organic tea growers use the  
species usually described as “pests” to support the growth of tea plants. A subchapter on soil 
care explains how organic tea growers try to create mutually beneficial relationships between 
cows, soil micro-organisms, and tea plants, and how this sometimes fails because the workers 
do not always comply with the instructions. A subchapter on the “invasive species” lantana 
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shows the limits of organic togetherness, as organic tea growers cannot find a way to make  
lantana plants support tea plants, and thus continue to exclude it. Finally, a concluding chapter  




This chapter broadens the introduction and provides the background for the ethnography in  
the following chapters. In order to contextualise, I outline the organisation of tea labour, the  
conditions of life on the plantations, and organic practices. In doing so, I also show how my 
activities and encounters in the field created the observations around which I build my thesis.  
In the following, I firstly outline my research design. Secondly, I introduce my three field  
sites in more detail.
Research design
This ethnography is a thin distillate of my thick experiences in the field. It describes particular 
aspects of organic tea production: the minor gestures of tea plants and other species, as well as  
the tea workers' and supervisors' acts of everyday resistance. Both minor gestures and acts of  
everyday resistance are not dominant features of life and work on tea plantations. Rather, they  
are different types of spontaneous and involuntary movements that run through the pervasive 
organisation of tea production. It is difficult to systematically design field methods around 
these types of events, because they are, by definition, mostly unnoticed. After all, people do  
not often attribute special significance to the small and seemingly random variations in plant  
growth, and everyday resistance is, necessarily, hidden, anonymous, and implicit, because  
workers and supervisors usually cannot afford to resist openly. Such small details emerge 
from their contexts only slowly, so I tried to take in the entire field and later filter them out.  
Specifically, the instances that I found most noteworthy arose from comparison across 
different field sites, as well as from unstructured interviews and observations.
32
Multi-sited fieldwork
I found many of the interactions that I describe as minor gestures by comparing organic tea  
cultivation across different and distant contexts. Minor gestures show how organic practices 
set in motion similar dynamics in different settings. Organic tea growers are spread all over  
India's tea areas, thus, my fieldwork needed to be multi-sited in order to reflect the diversity  
of organic tea cultivation practices. Between September and December 2016 and October and 
December 2017, I visited three plantations located in the geographically distant regions of the  
Dibrugarh district in the eastern part of Assam, Darjeeling in the state of West Bengal, and the  
Nilgiri mountains in the state of Tamil Nadu. My travels between the distant field sites  
allowed me to assemble them into a cohering account of organic tea cultivation. The three  
Illustration 1: Locations of fieldsites. Source: Google Maps.
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plantations were suitable places for my study: they implement organic practices in different  
surroundings. Anini in Assam is a small plantation: it stretches over sixty-five hectares and  
employs around forty people. Valley in Darjeeling is a large plantation, stretching over six  
hundred and forty hectares and employing approximately four hundred people. Tulsi in the 
Nilgiri mountains is a small-scale holding of nine hectares and has only one permanent  
worker. Social life is different across these sites: the forty employees of Anini plantation work  
closely together every day, and their conflicts are always implicit in day-to-day life, even  
though rarely in the open. The four hundred people who work on Valley plantation are divided  
into separate groups and sometimes do not see each other for weeks. Conflicting parties, such 
as workers and supervisors, do not have much contact with each other outside from work.  
This being said, the Valley plantation was also the scene for the 2017 strike. The small-scale  
grower of Tulsi plantation, Raju, works mostly on his own. With regards to ecological and  
social conditions, he decidedly runs his business as an alternative to larger neighbouring 
plantations. Raju desires to grow tea without below minimum wage labour. Therefore, when I 
write about everyday resistance, I only address the Anini and Valley plantations. On Anini and  
Valley, more-than-human togetherness is contingent upon labour conflicts, whereas Raju  
interacts with nonhumans directly, without workers as his intermediaries. However, just like  
the planters and consultants on Anini and Valley, Raju also tries to direct the interactions of  
other species towards the productivity of tea plants. Therefore, when I write about the more-
than-human togetherness that organic practices cultivate, I address all three field sites.
Production is also different across these sites. Ecological conditions and social 
problems within the plantations affect organic production in different ways. As already  
mentioned, the Indian tea industry is currently struggling with increasingly unviable yields 
due to ecological problems, and organic agriculture is one way of coping with this 
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development. The three plantations try this in different ways. Anini produces 11,000 kg of tea 
per year, mostly CTC black and some loose leaf green tea. The abbreviation CTC means that  
machines “crush, tear, and curl” the leaves into small pellets. This makes it possible to mix  
good quality leaves with bad quality ones and produce larger quantities, but the technique 
deteriorates the taste, which is why CTC tea is rarely sold as expensive “speciality tea”. Even  
with their higher quality loose leaf tea, the Anini plantation can only market a small amount as  
speciality, because the extreme heat and strong monsoon of recent years has deteriorated its  
taste. Labour shortages also make it difficult to produce the more work-intensive speciality  
teas. Anini's strategy is therefore to produce large quantities of cheap organic tea. On the  
contrary, Valley produces large quantities (around 100,000 kg per year) and many different  
types of expensive and highly renowned “speciality” tea. Apart from the more typical Indian  
loose leaf green and black teas, they also produce loose leaf white and oolong teas, which  
have different levels of oxidation. Valley further differentiates its tea according to the season 
(flush) in which it is harvested: first flush in early spring, second flush in late spring and early  
summer, then monsoon flush and autumn flush. Each flush is attributed a specific taste. They  
also offer tea that was plucked during full moon nights. Even though changing climates 
diminish Darjeeling's yields in numbers, many find that the region's tea actually tastes better  
because of it – and taste is more important to a speciality tea business than quantity alone.  
Since they successfully sell large quantities of expensive speciality tea, Valley is a very  
profitable business. However, it made significant losses during the general strike of 2017.  
Labour shortage is also an increasing problem, for people seek to leave plantation labour.  
Different once again, Tulsi produces small, hand-manufactured batches of speciality teas for 
only around one hundred buyers. Raju produces an even wider range of teas than Valley, 
which includes not only the aforementioned ones, but also Chinese and Japanese types, as 
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well as his self-creations. He sells them online to “connoisseurs” from abroad. On this small  
scale, Raju can influence the quality of his tea more directly, because he can more easily 
adjust his plucking and processing techniques to changing ecological conditions. His business  
is also fairly profitable and secures a modest but comfortable livelihood for his family. For  
comparison purposes: in 2019, 100 g of first flush Valley black tea cost $ 11,50, the equivalent 
of Anini's black tea cost $ 13,09, and Raju's cost $ 42,30. In comparing these three  
plantations, my ethnography foregrounds the following: although organic production works 
differently for each of them, they all try to cultivate tea by cultivating more-than-human  
togetherness.
Mobility was a condition for my research, as it allowed me to assemble and compare 
these diverse perspectives. My travelling between plantations also connects a loosely coherent 
community of people. The circle of organic tea growers is rather small and well-networked 
across the tea-growing regions. Many of the planters and consultants I met already knew  
about each other through business, friendship, word-of-mouth, or social media. Most of the 
time, it was not just me who sought to establish connections: people proactively introduced 
me to their business partners and acquaintances. Further, planters and consultants sometimes  
saw me as a source of information: through me, consultants and planters wanted to stay  
informed about each other, and about what was going on in the other locations of the  
burgeoning new sector. For instance, an Assamese planter instructed me to keep him informed 
about what was going on in Darjeeling during the strike, and a Nilgiri consultant asked me  
inquisitive questions about the state of the crop on Raju's plantation. This way, it was not only  
me who travelled for information, but information also travelled through me. My mobility 
was owed to planters and other “higher ranked” people, because they were able to provide the 
facilities I needed: access, transportation, or accommodation. Through these associations, I  
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saw the industry from the perspective of planters and managers. Minor gestures are the small  
interactions that occur within this overarching infrastructure of business and information.
Being so mobile across different regions enabled me to describe the exchange of ideas  
that characterises the vibrant new sector, and it enabled me to see dynamics that I would not  
have seen otherwise. However, my mobility also brought limitations. For example, I can only 
compare individual plantations rather than entire regions. On the one hand, tea plantations  
resemble one another across India in regards to their basic organisation and procedures. They  
all share a history, people are well networked across the regions, and they implement organic  
practices in similar ways. On the other hand, each plantation is also influenced by local and  
regional culture, language, ecology, and law. Although I made efforts to understand each 
plantation in their own context, their specific regional embedding was not a focus of my 
study. My ethnography is not a complete study of tea labour. Multi-sited fieldwork also  
complicated my research through language barriers. Planters, growers, and consultants all  
have different mother tongues. Between them, English, rather than Hindi, is the main  
language of communication, even in more private situations. The workers on Valley plantation 
speak English and Hindi, too, but most of the time they speak in their mother tongue, Nepali.  
On the Anini plantation, the workers speak Santali with each other, Assamese to their  
supervisors, and very little Hindi. As a result, I asked a supervisor to translate. In the Nilgiri  
mountains, people spoke Badaga or Tamil, but, once again, I spoke English with the people I  
met. I am aware of the aspects I might have missed in English conversations and the people I  
was unable to communicate with. My field data is not seamless: for the greater part, it is  
messy. My thesis ties inconsistent pieces of information together via the webs of minor  
gestures. In order to do that, I also needed to take a more close-up perspective on plantation  
labour and life, which I outline next.
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Participant observation
Minor gestures are the unexpected, unscheduled, and sometimes unruly relations within the  
dominant patterns of plantation labour. In order to find them, I first had to understand these  
dominant patterns around which life, work, and plant growth revolve. I did this through  
personal conversations, participation in daily life and work, and plant observation. 
Unstructured interviews and observations were particularly useful techniques to find minor  
gestures.
I generated most of my fieldwork data from living in the labour lines: the workers' 
houses, which are located directly on the plantations and belong to the management. My  
fieldwork started like most fieldwork probably does: I arrived, made awkward introductions,  
and clumsily started to participate in all of the activities that I was invited to. I asked specific  
questions about organic agriculture, as this was my research question, but people also brought 
their own interests to me, which merged with my own. Like anywhere, these were urgent day-
to-day problems and hopes. Tea workers and supervisors worried about money, complained 
about hard work, struggled for the improvement of their working conditions, and hoped for  
their children's futures. Planters and consultants worried about the future revenues of their  
businesses that were constantly challenged by ecological and social restraints, complained  
about the workers' and supervisors' lack of hard work, struggled for higher profit rates, and 
hoped that organic practices would improve their production in the future. Learning from the  
questions of others, my research changed: the exact organic techniques were no longer as  
important to me as the ways in which they are implemented, the dynamics they unfold, and  
the impulses they give to daily life and work. 
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Unstructured conversations were a particularly important way of learning about these  
impulses. Whereas my conversations with the planters during our scheduled meetings rarely 
moved beyond the interview form, my conversations with workers and supervisors were 
mostly unscheduled and spontaneous, because they were framed by everyday activities. My 
meetings with the planters and consultants were set for specific reasons: to conduct a tea  
tasting, a factory tour, a meeting with buyers, or a reflection about my visit. My encounters 
with the workers were also sometimes set for specific reasons, such as for dinner, a puja, or a 
Sunday stroll, but mostly, they consisted in spontaneous interactions. Whereas I had already  
pre-planned the questions that I wanted to ask the planters and consultants upon appointment,  
the conversations with workers and supervisors were mostly unstructured and subject to 
context and curiosity. As I explain below, there were some standard questions about plants 
and other nonhuman species that I asked almost everyone, because these were topics that did  
not always come up naturally. However, apart from that, I rarely guided my conversations 
with workers and supervisors towards any specific outcome. At times, I worried that this 
unstructured approach would not lead me anywhere and that I was just collecting  
miscellaneous anecdotes. Yet, it was precisely this unsystematic flow of information that 
enabled me to make the connections that I later frame as minor gestures. For instance, I often  
accompanied people on different types of walks around the plantation: leisurely morning 
walks with a consultant, Sunday strolls with a supervisor, “marketing” tours with buyers in 
Assam, tourist tours in Darjeeling, gathering wood with workers, or scrolling through Google  
Earth images with a planter. These excursions prompted direct and dynamic interactions with  
our surroundings. I also spent many hours drinking tea with people in the factory or in their  
homes and offices. For people who produce tea, tea breaks are not just quiet moments, but  
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also opportunities to experience and discuss taste. And taste, in turn, becomes a way to talk 
about plants.
However, many minor gestures concern not what people say about plant growth, but  
how they react to it. Therefore, participating in tea plucking in the fields, and in tea processing  
in the factories was an equally important way of learning. Here, an unstructured and 
unfocused approach also helped me to notice things that a pre-formulated survey would not  
have made visible. First of all, my own status as a researcher meant that I often disrupted  
normal working routines. People were, of course, not used to having a researcher present at 
their work place, so I always stood out. This disruption often generated interesting data.  
Although the supervisors and consultants knew that I was not a tea buyer, they still sometimes 
treated me as if I would make a purchase, and advertised the merits of their production to me 
in great detail. This way, they told me how tea should ideally be produced, which was often 
rather different to how it was actually done: instructions were often altered, avoided, or only  
partially followed behind the consultants' backs. The ambiguity of my own status allowed me  
to see both the official and the realistic version of tea cultivation. Many insights of my 
ethnography feed on these frequent discrepancies: workers and supervisors negotiate the 
conditions of tea production, so that they better suit their own needs and opinions. My  
ethnography describes these small daily adjustments as acts of everyday resistance and shows 
how they impact nonhuman life. 
Joining the workers also posed practical problems, for I often did things the wrong 
way. My inexperience taught me what people thought was the right way – in my relationships  
to both people and tea plants. For instance, my first attempt at tea plucking was both socially  
and horticulturally inadequate. On the Anini plantation, I was given a basket for the leaves I  
plucked, but I soon realised that there were not enough baskets for everyone, and, in order for  
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me to use a basket, someone else always had to go without one. The next day, I did not take  
the basket and instead threw my leaves into some of the children's baskets. Upon carrying the  
harvested leaves to the factory at the end of the morning session, I was surprised that a picker 
handed me an almost full basket, presumably in return for the leaves I had given to the  
children. The amount of leaves each person harvests is meticulously recorded, and it seemed  
to make people feel uncomfortable that I worked “for them”. Consequently, I had taken away  
a whole basketful of leaves from someone else. Like this, I learned about social boundaries by  
overstepping them. Seeing that I disrupted work, a consultant told me to pluck only tea buds  
for white tea. This meant that I could pluck next to the others without interfering in their work  
directly. However, I made the mistake of plucking behind the others – on the same bushes that  
they had plucked minutes earlier. When the consultant saw this, he told me to stop, because I  
over-plucked the bushes. I had not realised that the buds I plucked were supposed to  
regenerate into new leaves for next week's round of plucking. Therefore, I learned about the 
normative growth of tea plants by disrupting it. Paired with my clumsiness, my gender also 
stopped me from performing crucial tasks in the factory. Factory workers are all male and  
seemed more reluctant to interact with me than the mostly female pickers. I spent most of the  
time crouching on the floor and separating tea leaves that had been clumped together during  
the steaming process. This meant that the workers did not pay much attention to me and I 
could observe the work without disrupting it too much.
Plant observation was another way of learning. Here, too, I learned more from 
spontaneous interactions that animated plant growth rather than from studying botanical facts.  
Initially, I did not know much about plants at all and needed to familiarise myself with their  
shapes and growth patterns. To start, I sketched, photographed, and pressed tea plants,  
following the plant observation techniques by biologist Craig Holdrege (2013). At first, I 
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could hardly see the thousands of identical tea plant clones as anything but anonymous and  
immobile. Gradually, I became attentive to many small details: the succession of buds on a 
stem, brown spots that appear on leaves, and the changing taste of the leaves in varying 
circumstances. Following this detailed observation, I was able to focus on an operational 
perspective of tea growing. In this, I was also guided by botanical and agronomical literature. 
Reading botanical texts, I learned about the tea plants' characteristics, while agronomical texts  
provided insights on how people can manipulate these plant traits for better productivity. I  
also visited the Central National Herbarium in Kolkata to look at colonial archival material  
about tea plants and talk to botanists about tea plants and lantana plants.
More than from self-study, I learned about plants from other people's interactions with  
them. Again, it was more straightforward to talk to planters and consultants about tea plants, 
because they were used to debating this topic professionally. During these conversations, tea 
plants were only present in the form of the finished product, which we tasted and discussed  
together. Besides their professional expertise, planters also shared their more private 
observations with me and even handed me material for further information on what had  
initially inspired their particular cultivation methods: agronomical guidebooks, PowerPoint  
presentations, and personal musings. By contrast, it was often difficult to talk to workers and  
supervisors about plants, so I had to put a stronger emphasis on this subject. The fact that I 
had brought a plant press, initially for the purpose of personal documentation, turned out to be 
particularly useful in this respect. Showing my collections around soon became a way of  
communicating about plants. One tea picker brought me her favourite flowers to press: 
marigolds. In return, I pressed her some tea flowers as a souvenir. Our exchange of plants  
became an exchange about plants between people who were not official plant experts. In order  
42
to talk about lantana plants, which grew all around the plantations but were seldom noticed or  
spoken about, I sometimes just picked them and spontaneously showed them around. 
These casual conversations about plants were complemented by my participation in  
tea plucking and processing. The worries other people expressed about tea plants showed me 
that almost everything people do (or do not do) to tea plants affects the plants' growth. In turn,  
almost every expression of the plants calls forth a reaction in the people who care for them. 
Many aspects of daily life – schedules, best practice debates, tastes, sales – were connected to 
and dependent on these interactions between people and plants. When the workers resisted an  
instruction, worked sloppily, or when supervisors decided new lines of action behind the back  
of the planter, all of this influenced the growth of plants. Tea plants also interacted with other  
species and drew them into tea production processes. These collective, interactive minor 
gestures that I noticed throughout taking part in tea production became central to how I  
framed my ethnography. I wanted to know how tea plant growth assembles people, and which  
impulses it gives to plantation labour.12
12 These webs of interaction made me think beyond the way tea plants are portrayed in Sarah Besky's
(2013), Debarati Sen's (2017) and Piya Chatterjee's (2001) ethnographies. They both predominantly
describe the relationship between people and tea plants through the influence of colonial power.
Colonial power turned people into “coolies” and plants into assets and clones. While this remains true
from a more general perspective, I decided to turn to the smaller scale interactions I observed. Taking
this perspective, I do not deny the influence of colonial categories, but carve out the tea plants' own
agency within these dominant hierarchies.
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Plantation profiles
Although they all structured their social life around tea cultivation, the labour line 
communities I visited are all different from each other, and I was myself involved differently 
in the communities of my three field sites. In the following, I sketch out my networks of 
interaction and what they enabled me to see. Joining the supervisors on the Anini plantation  
showed me how tea production processes create social relations, and vice versa. Sharing the  
daily life of the workers on the Valley plantation taught me how people negotiate their work  
situation, both in small acts of everyday resistance and through strikes. Conversations with the 
small-scale grower Raju framed further possibilities and limitations of organic tea production.  
I anonymised the names of the plantations as well as the names of all research participants.
The Anini plantation
On the Anini plantation, I spent most of my time with supervisors and learned how they try to  
produce good tea. Supervisors manage the everyday procedures in the tea fields and in the  
factory. The labour organisation strongly influences how supervisors and workers live 
together in the labour lines. It also influences how they engage with plants and implement  
organic practices.
The Anini plantation lies in Eastern Assam, in the Dibrugarh district near the 
Brahmaputra river. It is nestled between other tea plantations, a small rubber plantation, and  
paddy fields. This far East, Assam's “sea of tea” is already ebbing out, so Anini is a  
particularly remote plantation; the nearest market town, Dibrugarh, is an hour's car ride away.  
With its sixty-five hectares, it is a comparatively small estate. It employs around forty people;  
five are supervisors, two are consultants who act as intermediaries between the supervisors 
and the planter, and the rest are workers in the tea field and in the factory. Planter Vinod had  
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arranged for me to stay in an otherwise empty hut in the row of supervisors' huts, which  
contained some basic furnishing and kitchen equipment. He also arranged for me to eat with a  
family of supervisors, for which I reimbursed them. This is how Palash, a supervisor in his  
late twenties, became my gatekeeper on the Anini plantation. He accompanied me most hours  
of the day and stepped in as a translator and facilitator in many situations. From him and the  
other supervisors, I learned how labour is scheduled and organised, who does what and when,  
and about their many disagreements with the two infrequently visiting consultants and the 
planter (who almost never visits). I learned what the supervisors thought went wrong in the  
tea fields and in the factory, and what they would improve if they were allowed to.  
Supervisors often had strong opinions on how to grow and produce good tea, but they could 
only put them into practice behind their superiors' backs. When unsupervised, the supervisors  
often changed plucking schedules or factory procedures. Although tea production processes 
always follow particular steps, these steps leave ample room for adjustment and 
experimentation. Supervisors can modify production in different ways, depending on whether 
they are ambitious, unwilling, or headstrong. Tea is produced through many such small  
negotiations, in which the workers also participate.
My friendship with Palash structured my relationships with the workers, because 
workers and supervisors often keep some distance from one another. Since I was often seen  
with Palash, the workers were distant with me, too. This way, I was constantly made aware of  
the hierarchical organisation of labour. This distribution of roles structures all aspects of daily  
life, even when the working day is over. Anini's field and factory workers are Adivasis from 
Jharkhand whose families had been recruited to Assam by British planters during the 19th 
century. They belong to the Santhal “Scheduled Tribe” and speak Santali. The supervisors  
belong to the Assamese-speaking Sonowal Kachari community, and their families have also 
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been employed in the tea industry since colonial times. The workers earned between 130 INR 
(in the tea fields) and 170 INR (in the factory). Supervisors earned about twice the amount, 
which is still not much more than minimum wage (circa 250 INR). Both workers and  
supervisors relied on the provisions of housing, medical care, and food that the Plantation 
Labour Act guarantees, and both groups found that these provisions did not suffice to make 
ends meet. Although the supervisors were in a precarious position themselves, they rarely 
mixed with the workers and were housed separately: Their huts stood closer to the factory  
whereas the workers' houses were located a little further out on the plantation grounds. The 
supervisors' houses were of the same build and the management had neglected their  
maintenance. Indeed, there was neither running water nor electricity, but some of the 
supervisors were able to afford small portable solar panels to generate their own. Outside of  
the tea fields and the factory, workers and supervisors engaged in private business relations 
with one another. Workers sold meat (game) that they hunted or vegetables from their small  
private gardens to supervisors. Apart from that, there was very little interaction, not even  
casual chats. The main meeting point for such casual chats was the central tap from where  
everyone carried their water. Because the supervisors' wives generally did not work outside of 
the household, they fetched water from the central tap at different times than the workers.  
Workers all worked, irrespective of their gender: both men and women worked in the fields,  
while only men worked in the factory. Another substantial difference between supervisors and 
workers was child labour: the supervisors' children went to school while the workers' children 
did not. Instead, they worked in the fields from a certain age onwards, which I estimate to be  
around twelve years.13 Illiteracy bars the workers any opportunity to advance to the rank of 
supervisor.
13  Mishra et al estimate that child labour makes up around 3.10% of the total permanent labour in the tea 
industry (2011).
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Tea cultivation is strongly influenced by this “unequally precarious” relationship  
between supervisors and workers and the omnipresent underlying tensions it creates. Palash  
needed to produce tea in a way that manages the right amount of distance to the workers and  
the right amount of complicity with the consultants and the planter, whilst at the same time  
meeting the quality criteria. He often spoke about the difficulties in managing labour on the  
one hand, and satisfying the consultants on the other. He said that he never becomes friends  
with the workers, because, if he did, they would expect him to let them work less hard or to  
sometimes turn a blind eye. He said that he knows how difficult their situation is, but that his  
own job and family's livelihood is at stake if he does not keep his distance. Failing this, he felt 
that he could not assert himself vis-à-vis the consultants and planter. He said that they only  
allow him to criticise their decisions if he does the job well – and expressing his criticism was  
important to Palash, because he had strong opinions on how the plantation should be run.  
Confidentially, he often mocked his superiors. He was already rather unpopular with 
consultant Anand, for he sometimes openly disagreed with him, and he also frequently 
complained to planter Vinod about being understaffed. With the supervisors, I learned that tea 
cultivation also means working through hierarchies. Palash was very much aware that each 
stage of production was strongly interlinked with social relationships. 
Tea plucking took place in constant negotiation between the supervisors' instructions, 
the workers' own relative comfort, and the conditions of their surroundings, such as the 
weather or the state of the tea plants. Plucking starts at around 7 o' clock a.m.; time is not kept  
so strictly as the supervisor is not always around. Pickers walk through the rows of bushes  
until they reach the place where they are to resume plucking that day. The vista is always the  
same: a field of monotonous dark green. Everyone does almost exactly the same thing every  
day, even though plucking instructions vary, and compliance to them may vary, too, according  
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to mood or, as some say, gender (supervisors claimed that men and boys plucked less 
diligently than women and girls). During labour hours there is some talking and singing.  
Children find ways to bring play and laughter into their work, running through the rows and 
jumping over water trenches. An elderly lady is the most outspoken; she watches and  
comments on everything. However, everyone, even her, becomes quiet when the supervisor 
shows up to collect the baskets. The first round of baskets is collected at around 8.30 o' clock 
a.m., the next one at around 10 o' clock a.m.. When plucking takes place in a remote corner, 
the baskets are handed to a truck which drives them to the factory, otherwise the pickers bring  
them by foot. Plucking slows down in the heat at around 12 o' clock noon, before the third 
round of full baskets is dropped at the factory. Then everyone goes to lunch until 1 o' clock 
p.m.. There is food to prepare, more water to carry, dishes that need to be washed, and maybe 
young children who need to be set up with tasks for the afternoon. Afterwards, it is back to  
work until 4 o' clock p.m., this time with an umbrella against the sun. Plucking takes more  
time in the afternoon heat. The latest finishing time in autumn is 4.30 o' clock p.m., when it is  
getting dark.
In the factory, work days start at 7 o' clock a.m. and end between 7 or 8 o' clock p.m..  
During the busy monsoon flush, they sometimes work all night. Tea leaves are sorted (for 
weeds or unsuitably large leaves), oxidised, steamed, rolled (for loose leaf tea), or “cut, torn, 
and curled” (for CTC tea), and dried. Most of these processes are done by machines, but the  
work dynamics are very much influenced by the personalities of the workers. Everyone has a  
different task which corresponds to their individual abilities and character. For years, they 
have been working together in the same constellation, and things are running smoothly. There  
is not much talking; gestures are usually enough to communicate the obvious while the  
machines are rattling in the background. A supervisor is always present, usually either Palash 
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or his father. There is one particularly lively worker who always fires the kiln; his face gleams 
with steam all day and he, for the most part, smiles. Palash said that he is the only one who  
can cope with the heat. Another worker, more serious-looking and who rarely speaks, is in  
charge of sorting freshly steamed leaves. He crouches on the floor and sifts through the bulks 
of leaves on a metal plate in front of him. When steamed leaves come out of the rolling  
machine in sticky chunks, he loosens and separates them delicately with his fingers. The  
worker who gets paid the most (225 INR) is in charge of the machines that roast, roll, and dry 
the leaves. His task requires the most attention to detail and timing. He often attends to a  
problem before the supervisor even notices it. I asked Palash if the man, who is in his late 
thirties, would be promoted to a supervisor one day, seeing as he is already more attentive 
than Palash. He would not, Palash replied, since he is illiterate and cannot write down 
numbers into the ledger.  And there is also a worker who is too old to perform arduous tasks, 
but he needs the job, having just fathered a child. So he sweeps the floor and is paid the least  
of all (135 INR, as little as the pickers).
I complemented these routines via walks through the plantation compound, as well as  
the surrounding area. I was guided by Palash, Anand, the organic consultant, or the factory  
consultant, Ramu. These walks opened up further perspectives for me, as they incited people  
to comment on their surroundings. I learned about the plants Anand uses for his organic 
preparations, where Palash goes to catch a rare phone signal, and how Ramu presents the 
plantation to potential buyers. After I left the Anini plantation, I returned to Dibrugarh and  
spent time with the planter Vinod. I discussed my field work on his estate and learnt his 
perspective, too. Vinod manages his plantation remotely. Further, although he has a clear  
opinion on how organic tea should be grown, he only has a vague overview of what is going 
on in his estate. I learned this from comparing Vinod's account to Palash's, along with my own  
49
observations. For instance, Vinod told me that the workers start plucking at sunrise, so that the  
leaves are still wet from the morning dew, which improves the quality of the tea – however, at 
least from my own experiences, I did not find this to be true. Vinod also owns various other  
businesses; most importantly, an oil pump nearby the plantation. Thus, his organic tea  
enterprise is not his primary bread winner, rather, as he said, a passion. Although his 
permanent residence is in Dibrugarh, he seldom visits the plantation and entrusts its  
management to his supervisors and consultants. He engages with his tea plants mostly via  
WhatsApp, with photos sent by Palash, and uses Google Earth to look over his fields. As I  
explain in more detail below, organic agriculture is mostly Vinod's initiative. Organic  
practices are therefore very much imposed from above: their implementation trickles through  
the complex and tension-filled relations between consultants, supervisors, and workers.
Vriksayurveda
On the Anini plantation, the organic consultant and the planter want workers and supervisors  
to integrate tea plants and other species into production processes in a certain way, but  
workers and supervisors do not always find organic practices useful or practicable. This also 
influences the hierarchical dynamics I have described.
Vinod had decided that the Anini plantation should adopt Vriksayurvedic methods, 
which are said to refer to Vedic teachings on the treatment of plant diseases. They do not 
correspond to a living agricultural tradition but rely mostly on textual knowledge, specifically  
on Surapala's Vriksayurveda, written around 1,000 AD. To implement these techniques, Vinod 
hired Anand as his consultant. Anand is a member of the Asian Agri-History Foundation that  
aims “to unearth original documents that contained information on the ancient and medieval  
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agriculture of Asia”.14 Through the translation and interpretation of these texts, Anand 
produced and implemented the use of Vriksayurvedic concoctions on the Anini plantation. For  
Anand, Vriksayurveda is linked to Hindu religious ideas. The workers call Anand swami, a 
title of spiritual acclaim. He specifically emphasises that cows, as holy animals, should be  
central to any agricultural project, and cow excrements should be the main source of fertility  
for plants. I was fortunate that my 2016 stay on Anini coincided with Anand's presence on the  
plantation, for he only visits infrequently. 
I never saw Anand instruct the workers to produce Vriksayurvedic manure and 
fertiliser: he said it was religious knowledge and should not be shared with someone who is  
not religious. However, for Vinod, Vriksayurveda was not a religious matter, and we talked 
about it at length. I learned that the mixtures are made from specific wild plants, meat, and  
cow excrements, which are fermented in a certain way. They are then sprayed onto the plants,  
either to nourish microorganisms in the soil or to prevent diseases, bugs, and fungi. With 
Vriksayurveda, Anand and Vinod want to coordinate the dynamics between tea plants and 
other nonhuman species; they want assemble them in a certain way. For Anand, these 
dynamics have religious significance. For Vinod, they simply efficientlz produce tea without  
spraying agro-chemical fertilisers and pesticides, and thus make it possible to sell the (often 
low-quality) leaves more expensively with an organic certification.
Even though the coordination of nonhumans according to Vriksayurvedic methods is 
the task of supervisors and workers, they do not know much about Vriksayurveda. Anand had 
trained only a select few to produce organic manures. Also, he only entrusted these few with  
the application of the mixtures because he was not there for the majority of the year. Most  
others, like Palash, do not know how the mixtures are produced. Palash had not been trained 
by Anand, because Anand did not consider him suitable for it. I do not know the exact reason  
14  https://www.asianagrihistory.org/, accessed March 19 2020
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as to why; perhaps it is because Palash had openly criticised Anand's ideas for being “not  
rational”? Palash said that all the workers mock Anand behind his back, but that he is the only  
one who does so openly. Moreover, nobody seems to care about the religious significance of  
Vrikshayurvedic methods. Instead, people use them to influence their social relationships. On  
the one hand, being in charge of Vriksayurveda in Anand's absence gives the workers more 
responsibility than to simply fulfil the supervisors' instructions, and consequently, some 
degree of independence. The supervisors rely on the workers' Vriksayurvedic skills but have 
little control over them in this respect. On the other hand, the general disregard for  
Vriksayurveda also means that no one actually implements it very diligently. I never saw  
anyone prepare or apply Vriksayurvedic mixtures. Palash showed me the barrels in which they 
were stored and told me that they hardly ever open them when Anand is not there. Since  
workers and supervisors are both overworked and understaffed, they give priority to the more  
pressing tasks, such as plucking and processing tea. The responsibility often overwhelms the  
workers, so they are sometimes unable to carry it. They are not necessarily motivated either to  
go the extra mile, because Vriksayurveda does not bring higher wages. The Vriksayurvedic  
(dis-)alliances between workers, supervisors, and nonhumans do not always bring the results  
desired by the consultant and planter. Nonhumans are bound up in human labour relations in  
many different ways. The next chapters follow these entanglements in more detail.
The Valley plantation
On the Valley plantation, I spent most of my time with tea workers and learned how they  
arrange their lives around tea labour in different ways: they constantly negotiate their work 
conditions, look for opportunities outside of plantation labour, and, in the summer of 2017,  
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they went on strike. These various forms of resistance to plantation management are integral 
parts of the workers' daily lives.
The Valley plantation is located in the Darjeeling district in the state of West Bengal,  
in the foothills of the Himalayas, near the border to Nepal. It is less remote than Anini; the  
market town of Kurseong is only a few minutes' drive away. The Valley plantation stretches  
over six hundred and forty hectares, and its workforce of around four hundred people is 
spread over seven labour line villages located on these grounds. Like almost all of  
Darjeeling's tea workers, they belong to the Nepali-speaking Gurkha community.15 I always 
stayed in the same village of the labour lines, which is adjacent to both the factory and the  
main road. I was initially accommodated through the plantation's “homestay” program, for 
which the workers host tourists in their homes, but I stayed longer than the tourists usually  
do.16 Since I lived with the workers, I socialised mostly with them. During my first round of  
fieldwork, I stayed with the family of Deepa and Nayan in one of the small huts that  
constitute their household. Deepa works in the tea gardens, while her husband, Nayan, is a 
tourist guide. During my second visit on the Valley plantation, I stayed in the household of  
Nayan's cousin, Sneha, who is also a tea worker. Their extended family became my 
gatekeepers on the Valley plantation. Through these connections, I spent less time in the tea  
fields and more time joining private activities. I learned less about the operational aspects of  
tea cultivation and more about how people arrange their personal lives around them. This way, 
I understood that workers are constantly and actively trying to improve their situation. They  
15 After the East India Company's war with Nepal, from 1814-1816, the region was annexed to Company
land, and many Gurkha families were recruited as tea labour force. British planters differentiated among 
“coolies” through cultural taxonomies, as Sarah Besky points out: “Unlike adivāsis, Nepalis were not 
considered jungli laborers, and their history of army service and disenfranchisement at the hands of
their king spoke to their ability to be productively controlled” (2013: 55).
16 In Darjeeling specifically, some plantations run homestay programs where workers host tourists in their
huts. This way, the workers gain some extra income, but they also have more work. Especially after the
2017 strike, people sometimes relied more on the money they received from the homestay program than 
on their salaries. The tea industry in Darjeeling is also a touristic industry; it makes a substantial amount  
of money from marketing the colonial “heritage” of the former hill station.
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do so in different ways, such as through everyday negotiation, the search for alternatives, and 
outright resistance through striking, all of which I outline in the following section.
The majority of the work is done by women.17 Their daily life is a constant negotiation 
between different imperatives. Besides working in the tea fields every day, women take care  
of the household, the children, and their husbands' elderly parents. They also grow vegetables, 
keep pigs and chicken, and collect fire wood from the forest. Their days start at around four  
o'clock in the morning. There are many things to be prepared at this time: bread to be fried for  
breakfast, vegetables to be chopped, rice to be soaked, water to be carried, and floors to be 
swept. Before the children go to school (they all go to school in Valley), they need to be 
washed, dressed, fed, and delivered. One also needs to tend to the animals and wash oneself.  
If the picking does not take place too far from home, the women often move back and forth 
between the tea fields and the labour lines. During breaks, they return to the kitchen to set up  
their family meals. If they work in a remote corner of the plantation, they prepare them in the  
early mornings. Afterwards, they set out at dawn to walk to their designated plucking spot for  
the day, and walk back home in the evening. The only free time that women tea pickers get is  
during the winter break, when the tea bushes rest. 
Even though daily chores are plenty and hectic, community life is eventful and  
enjoyable on Valley. The lively conviviality almost seems to defy the precarious situation in  
which it is taking place. People often gather for both casual meetings and formal celebrations.  
I attended an engagement party, a wedding, a puja, and many football matches. Sundays are  
off for everyone. Goats are brought to the markets, while houses, fences, and stables are built  
or repaired. The children play football. Sundays are also a time for hunting, butchering,  
cooking, foraging, planting, weeding, harvesting, smoking, praying, and repairing.  
17 The issue of female labour is at the centre of the works of Sarah Besky (2013), Piya Chatterjee (2001), 
and Debarati Sen (2017).
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Fortnightly, the doctor comes to visit and sits at the supervisors' desk in the factory. Every 
second Saturday is payday, a time for celebrating and drinking. Life on Valley plantation is  
densely packed with labour and community activities alike. Even though the women are often  
tired and anxious, they are also warm and sociable. They are resolute in their attempt to  
improve their lives, despite their difficult situation at work.
During the leisure activities, I also spent time with men, children, and teenagers.  
Through them, I learned that Valley's workers are constantly searching for opportunities to  
leave plantation labour. Men often work in the factory, but many of these jobs are not  
permanent positions: they are hired infrequently for occasional services, such as during the 
busy monsoon crop or for repairs. Many men look for jobs outside of the plantation, like 
construction work, but most of these jobs are temporary, too. This situation is frustrating for  
them, especially because their wives' salaries, the management's provisions, and the  
occasional extra money from homestay guests is still hardly enough to support their families.  
Men have more time on their hands and often gather in someone's home to drink home-made  
rice wine and chat. When there were no tourists that Nayan could guide, I accompanied him 
on his errands, or we sat together after dinner. This way, I was able to have longer chats with 
him. Like many young men, Nayan had previously tried his luck working in hospitality in 
India's mega cities. He had worked in hotels in Delhi and Hyderabad in the years after his  
marriage, but Deepa and him did not like living in the cities, as it was too stressful and the pay 
was not high enough to compensate for the discomfort and loneliness they felt. They moved  
back to their home region where Deepa secured a job as a tea picker and Nayan as a tourist 
guide. Their two sons still plan to work elsewhere once they have finished school. Most of the 
younger people I met aspire to leave plantation employment, or to never have to enter it in the  
first place. 
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Families often find work on the side: they sell or trade game they hunted, food they  
cooked, or milk their cows produced. In the village, one family has opened a corner shop,  
another one a momo and tea stall. Some are able to invest in a car and offer taxi services. This  
way, they can sometimes make enough money to send their children to university. Education  
is the route most families envision for their children's escape from plantation labour. Most  
children study every afternoon and at the weekend; sometimes, they skip meals to spend more  
time with their books. Their parents pay for extra tuition and scold them for bad grades. These  
aspirations are often successful, but leaving plantation labour is still not always immediately  
possible. Indeed, I met a number of young people who had already gone to university and  
then returned to Valley. For instance, Sneha's niece, Shreya, finished a Bachelor's degree in  
geography and now works as a teacher in a boarding school in Kurseong, but still lives in the 
labour lines. Her salary is not enough to enable her other family members to quit their  
plantation jobs, but they hope that this will be possible once their youngest son, Nisham,  
graduates and gets a job. Meanwhile, Nisham's mother tries to get by with homestay guests  
and occasional shifts in the factory or tea fields.
In 2017, the workers went on strike during three months, a period which coincided  
precisely with the peak period of the tea harvest. The strike was conducted under the umbrella  
of the unrecognised subnationalist party, Gorkha Janmukti Morcha, which presses for a  
federal state of Gorkhaland independent from West Bengal. The Gorkhaland movement is  
linked to a long-standing dispute between the inhabitants of the district, the federal state of  
West Bengal, and the government of India. It denounces social and economic shortcomings  
that date back to the transfer of the tea industry from British to Indian hands: “Gorkhas 
remain pegged to the lowest levels of employment, while outsiders own the tea industry, 
meaning its profits flow out of the hills” (Bennike et al 2017). This time, the protest was  
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triggered specifically by the West Bengal government's announcement that Bengali was to be 
a compulsory language in schools across the state. However, the conflict dates back to the 
Sixth Schedule bill that regulates the constitution of Autonomous District Councils to  
safeguard the rights of the tribal population. Many Gorkhas believe that this regulation does 
not grant them enough autonomy over the region, and prevents a more lucrative involvement 
in the tea industry. Nobody was allowed to enter the Darjeeling region during the strike, so I 
only witnessed the aftermath. The workers spoke of waiting and worries, meagre meals, and  
trouble with the police. Instead of spending most of their time in the tea fields, many workers 
retreated to the woods during the strike. They foraged for food and firewood, but also hid  
from the police on certain occasions. Afterwards, many told me that they did not believe the 
operation had been very productive: their political demands had not been met, the Gorkha  
Janmukti Morcha's funds were depleted, and most felt in a worse position than before. Not  
only did the company count losses, but the workers had not been paid for three months and  
had also lost their yearly bonus payment. Open resistance felt less effective than the small acts  
of everyday resistance, which at least provided instant gratification on a small scale, or the  
search for alternatives which gradually improve their living situation. The strike, to the 
contrary, had worsened their material situation.
Unlike my situation on Anini, my close contact with the workers made it more  
difficult for me to access higher ranked people on the Valley plantation. Here, too, the  
supervisors lived separately, and because I was staying with the workers, I did not establish  
close relations with them. Despite this, Nayan made it possible for me to meet Valley's  
planter, Swaroop. As a tourist guide, Nayan takes over an important job for the plantation's  
public image and is therefore in close contact with Swaroop, so he introduced me. My  
meetings with Swaroop took place in his office and were rather formal. Unlike Vinod,  
57
Swaroop lives right on the plantation, has his office in the factory building, and is very 
involved in the work. Every evening, he tastes the freshly produced tea as quality control.  
Sometimes, he rides through the plantation on horseback, like the British planters used to do.  
His employees often confidentially mocked him because of this. Despite Swaroop's personal  
involvement, he remains as removed from the workers as Vinod, and organic practices are as  
much a top-down imposition on the Valley plantation as they are on the Anini one. 
Bio-dynamic agriculture
Swaroop wants to implement organic agriculture to improve tea cultivation. Many workers 
find that this can make their work more valuable, but also that it is too demanding sometimes.  
Nonhumans, in this context, participate both in the organic reform and in the resistance  
against tea plantations.
Swaroop implemented bio-dynamic agriculture. The theses on bio-dynamic farming  
were devised by Austrian anthroposophist Rudolph Steiner in 1924 and responded to a 
perceived crisis of European agriculture during the rise of industrial farming in the early 20th  
century. They have since been taken up in various parts of the world as alternative agricultures 
in the face of rapidly changing farming systems and their often-detrimental effects on peasant  
livelihoods (Paull 2011a). In bio-dynamic farming, such detrimental effects are said to be  
corrected through the manipulation of cosmic energies (Paull 2011b) via the nine bio-dynamic  
preparations. These are fertiliser and manure mixtures based on locally available materials,  
like wild plants and cow dung. The mixtures are buried underground to ferment, then diluted  
in water, and stirred in a vortex – a spiral movement that is said to connect soil, plants, and  
cosmos. Bio-dynamic preparations are to be applied according to lunar and astrological  
influences. For instance, BD 500, the bio-dynamic preparation which my ethnography 
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investigates (a cow's horn stuffed with cow dung), should be applied in the descending moon 
period.
Swaroop told me that he has been a fervent proponent of Steiner since he first read his  
texts when he travelled in Europe as a student. Returning to Darjeeling, he was struck by the 
depleted soil on his family's plantation, and the diminishing biodiversity in the entire region.  
Convinced that Steiner's methods could help, he started to put them into practice once he took  
over management from his father. This decision turned out to be very lucrative. Swaroop sold  
his tea internationally at high prices after gaining bio-dynamic certification. For instance,  
Valley's most expensive tea is a white tea that is plucked only during full moon nights, which  
became a commercial success in Japan. In order to keep the bio-dynamic certification, the 
plantation has to pass regular inspections. Therefore, implementation of bio-dynamic  
practices is strictly regulated within the work schedule, and Swaroop plans and oversees the  
preparation of bio-dynamic mixtures himself.
However, the workers do not know who Steiner was, what bio-dynamic agriculture  
means, or why exactly they have to work during full moon nights. Swaroop does not share  
Steiner's elaborate organic philosophies with them. Still, most workers are sympathetic to the  
general idea of organic agriculture and spoke about it appreciatively. Many told me that they 
prefer to work on organic plantations. There are different reasons for this. Many said that they  
are proud to produce healthier and higher quality tea than the neighbouring plantations. Deepa  
said that jobs on organic plantations are more secure, because their business runs more 
smoothly. She also found that spraying agro-chemicals is bad for the workers' health, and she 
is glad that she does not have to do it. Even at her home, her family only drinks organic tea  
for health reasons. Deepa also sometimes enjoyed the additional tasks that are part of organic 
agriculture. Once, for example, she had to climb a tree to install a camera on top of it, in order  
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to document wildlife. Many workers did not dare to do this, but she thought it was fun, and  
people praised her for it. 
The enjoyable aspects and health benefits of bio-dynamic agriculture do not cancel out  
the labour organisation on which they are based. Even though the workers approve of bio-
dynamic tea cultivation more generally, they continue to resist the ways in which it is  
implemented. For example, they still often work in an unpunctual manner, negligently, or  
slowly, and go on strike. Further, they look for opportunities to leave plantation labour.  
Through their resistance, the workers influence the coordination of nonhumans: they change  
the effects of organic practices. The next chapters follow these dynamics in more detail.
The Tulsi plantation
Of the organic plantations I portray in this thesis, Tulsi is the only site that changes labour 
organisation alongside cultivation practices. The Tulsi plantation provided the clearest  
example that tea can also be produced by interspecies collaboration rather than by power  
struggles and resistance.
The Tulsi “plantation” is a small-scale holding in the Nilgiri mountains, in the  
southern state of Tamil Nadu. Unlike in Darjeeling and Assam, more than half of Nilgiri tea is  
produced by small-scale growers (Kumar et al 2018). Nilgiri tea workers are mostly Badaga, 
a group that already lived in the region when the British industry began (Davey 2018). Tulsi's  
tea fields are dispersed over twenty-seven small plots which altogether make up nine hectares.  
The “factory” is a small wooden shed with some hand-processing tools. Planter Raju is the  
only permanent worker. His elderly parents sometimes help him, and, during the busiest 
harvest season, he hires additional workers, who are neighbours from the village whom they 
know and pay around twice as much than “real” plantations would: around 400 INR per day. 
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However, most of the time, Raju works entirely on his own. Fieldwork was very different on 
the Tulsi plantation, because there was only one person to talk to. Also, I could not be  
accommodated in the family home and therefore stayed in a guesthouse. Since there was no 
workforce on the Tulsi plantation, I base most of the ethnographic description of tea labour on 
my experiences on the Anini and Valley plantations. This being said, Raju was a treasure trove  
of experiments in organic tea growing, and my ethnography is much inspired by his ideas  
about how tea cultivation could be or should be. I had long and detailed discussions with him 
about how to grow tea organically. 
Instead of instructing workers to produce tea, Raju interacts with plants and animals.  
He and his parents know every single one of their tea bushes “personally”, such as their 
specific growth patterns and tastes. These plants do not much resemble those on the  
surrounding fields: they all have different sizes. Some are even taller than Raju, resembling 
small trees rather than bushes. Raju experiments with different organic approaches, which he  
learns on the internet. He does not follow one particular concept but rather mixes different 
approaches and adjusts them according to how his plants react to them. For instance, he is  
very interested in bio-dynamic agriculture but uses his own astrological calculations instead  
of Steiner's. Moreover, he does not spray bio-dynamic preparations according to bio-dynamic  
regulations but applies them selectively to those tea bushes that need them. His animals, three 
cows and two dogs, are important collaborators for Raju's cultivation techniques. Cow 
excrements are the key ingredient for bio-dynamic preparations, while dogs guard the cows 
from leopards. Further, Raju orients his working days around the needs of his animals as  
much as his plants.
Apart from his nonhuman workforce and general production style, Raju also differs 
from most other tea workers in another significant way. Indeed, whereas most workers seek to  
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escape the precarious industry but have little prospect of doing so, Raju went to university in 
Bengaluru and worked as a biochemist, but he became so fascinated with the subject of  
speciality tea that he eventually decided to quit his job and revive the family business. For  
Raju, working in the tea fields is not a predicament but a passion. He gets up very early in the  
morning, works long hours, and is clearly fascinated with the job. The extended tea tasting 
session I shared with him illustrated this. Furthermore, Raju's internet proficiency makes this  
passion profitable: he markets and sells his tea online to around one hundred regular 
costumers all over the world. Since he produces much smaller quantities, and adds value 
through his special cultivation techniques and hand manufacturing, Raju's tea is much more  
expensive than Anini's and Valley's. Raju's example is not representative of the entire industry,  
but it spurred my imagination concerning the possibility of productive togetherness within  
organic plantations.
In the Nilgiris, I also spend time with the organic consultant Jatinder. Like the 
consultant Anand I met on on the Anini plantation, Jatinder is employed on different  
plantations in order to manage the organic aspects of their businesses. He devises cultivation 
strategies, and oversees and instructs workers and supervisors. Jatinder introduced me to a 
number of his clients and acquaintances, like the planter Kumar. This briefer form of  
socializing helped me to broaden my perspective of organic tea production beyond the details 
I noticed on the Valley, Anini, and Tulsi plantation.
Nonhuman participation
The more-than-human aspect of tea cultivation might be most pronounced in Raju's case, but, 
on all of my field sites, the negotiations between workers, supervisors, consultants, and 
planters involve tea plants and other species. Nonhumans are not just a blank canvas for social  
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struggles: they also condition people's actions. Harvesting and processing tea is also  
influenced by the tea plants themselves and the other species with whom they interact.  
Organic planters engage these interactions in order to choreograph a productive collaboration 
between species. They do this in different ways, following different concepts of organic 
agriculture and different social organisations of labour. What counts as organic differs from  
person to person and from plantation to plantation. Anand finds bio-dynamic agriculture 
“perverted”, but Swaroop finds that it makes his tea “magical mystical”. Vinod wrote to me,  
stating that “sustainable organics is like normal breathing and conventional is like giving  
artificial oxygen to the plant”. For Raju, a large monoculture like Vinod's contradicts his  
organic principles. The planters care for nonhumans, but they require workers and supervisors  
to perform the care work for them. They have a specific idea for how nonhumans should 
interact with each other, and they need workers and supervisors to arrange these interactions.  
However, the interactions between workers, supervisors, and other species are not entirely 
dependent on the planters' and consultants' respective ideas. Workers and supervisors  
influence nonhuman life directly (but not always intentionally) when they comply, resist,  
adjust, and negotiate the planters' instructions. They implement organic practices according to  
their own possibilities and needs. These negotiations work differently on the three plantations.  
On Anini and Valley, organic practices are influenced by the everyday power struggles 
between workers, supervisors, consultants, and the planter. The organic aspirations of the  
planters must firstly trickle down the hierarchy before they reach the plants. The  
management's instructions meet the workers' resistance before they reach other species. Tea  
workers are mediators between planters and plants. To produce good tea, they often need to 
prioritise the plants' well-being before their own, but they also have some degree of influence  
themselves. Whereas on Anini and Valley, humans and nonhumans interact via the labour 
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organisation, Raju interacts with nonhumans directly. He does not need to convince a worker  
to pluck correctly, prioritise between instructions and his own well-being, nor intervene in  
someone else's instruction. Nevertheless, the tension between plantation production and 
nonhuman organisms remains. Production requirements and plant growth often clash, even 
when they are not further obstructed by resistant workers. 
I now examine the social dynamics I described above in regards to their involvement 
with nonhuman life: how do hierarchical labour organisation, organic practices, and 
nonhuman life intersect? The following chapters focus on the smallest scale of these 
interactions: they examine the webs of minor gestures between workers, tea plants,  
supervisors, other species, planters, and consultants in everyday labour.
64
3. Tea plants
This chapter shows how small interactions between people and tea plants coordinates 
plantation labour. People try to influence growth intervals, propagation, and tastes towards a 
certain end, but tea plants often grow differently to their aims. Organic tea growers sometimes  
purposefully use these variations to enhance the value of their product. Workers need to  
comply to both the instructions of planters or managers and to the contingencies of plant  
growth. Yet, they also resist them and thereby affect plant growth in turn.
I present my material in two steps: on the descriptive level, I join ethnographic  
accounts of plantation labour with observations of plant growth to make minor gestures 
visible in daily people-plant encounters; on an analytical level, I demonstrate how minor 
gestures are integral parts of plantation organisation, and I outline the dynamics they create.  
Firstly, I review multispecies theory on the agency of plants, which is central to this chapter.  
These ideas frame my accounts of plucking, cloning, seed-saving, and tasting. I then join  
these accounts to spell out more directly how minor gestures compose the major patterns of  
tea labour, especially in terms of unequal labour relations and organic agriculture.
The agency of tea plants
Central to Anna Tsing's writing about plantations is the notion of “cultivation through 
coercion” (2012a: 148), whereby plants are turned into resources. Tea labour also changes the 
organisms of tea plants to make them more productive. Tea plants are varieties of the species 
Camellia sinensis, from the family Theacea. In forest undergrowths, native varieties spread 
from Southern Japan and Korea to the Southern part of China to North East India, then all the  
way South to Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam (see for instance Macfarlane and  
Macfarlane 2009). In these forests, tea plants grow into small evergreen trees, with thick,  
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waxy leaves, yellow-white flowers, and strong taproots (ibid.), but, on plantations, their  
growth is manipulated to suit production requirements. The plants are trimmed into bushes at  
a height that facilitates plucking: about one metre and a half. Through strategic plucking, tea  
bushes stay in a vegetative state and can be harvested around nine to ten months of the year.  
This also means that tea plants almost never flower or produce seeds. They rest only in the  
winter, the so-called dormancy period, when there is not enough light to sustain new growth. 
In March, tea bushes start their first “flush” of the year, followed by their second flush in May 
and June, then by the busy monsoon flush that lasts until September, and lastly the third flush  
until the end of November. Each of the flushes are attributed a characteristic taste. The tea  
industry puts much effort into altering the contingencies of plant organisms by breeding  
cultivars with special characteristics geared to particular climates and soil conditions,  
equipped with resistances against certain insects or fungi. Many hundreds of cultivars are 
grown across the world today, the majority from the most common varieties: Camellia  
sinensis var. sinensis and Camellia sinensis var. assamica. In India, these are often referred to 
as “China jat” and “Assam jat”.18 The China jat has small, dark, and matt leaves, while the  
Assam jat has large, bright, and shiny leaves. The Assam jat makes a strong, full-bodied brew, 
but the China jat tastes more delicate. The Assam jat can be grown in a larger variety of  
contexts, whereas the China jat prefers higher elevations. The Anini plantation grew only the  
Assam jat and its hybrids; the Valley plantation grew mostly the China jat and its hybrids, but  
also some Assam jat hybrids, and small-scale grower Raju grew both. Considering these 
fundamental cultivation patterns, the tea plants I encountered during my fieldwork are indeed 
strongly influenced by people's cultivation efforts.
18 The Assamese term jat means the variety of tea plants and is etymologically similar to the widely used 
term jati for caste. Jayeeta Sharma therefore argues that jat denotes not just nativeness to a certain 
locality, but also suitability for the imperial agenda (2011). 
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Conversely, plants also influence people, as has been eloquently shown in the recent 
“plant turn” (Myers 2015), “sensory ethnobotany” (Miller 2019: 5), and “critical plant  
studies” (Stark 2015; see also Chao 2018a, 2018b; Marder 2013; Besky & Padwe 2016; Gan  
2017; Hartigan 2017; Archambault 2016). As Thom Van Dooren writes:
“While humans might have ideas about how they would like to change plants, these ideas too  
arise within these networks of interaction, and these changes are only ever realised ‘in the  
flesh' when diverse agencies come together, each adding their own contribution to the way in 
which bodies take form” (2012: 26).
This notion of entangled agency informs my analysis of tea production. While plantation 
labour restricts plant growth, tea plants also actively set the terms of their own  
commodification. In the following subchapters, I review different conceptions of entangled 
plant agency in order to build my theoretical framework.
Anthropologists often locate plant agency in affective encounters. Gardeners' love for 
plants (Archambault 2016; Degnen 2009), and their friendship or kinship with them (Miller 
2019) arise from close engagement. Gardening is different to plantation labour, but Sophie  
Chao finds that Indonesian palm oil plantation workers also express loving care for their 
crops, which stands in contrast to their simultaneous culling of poorly growing plants (Chao 
2018b). Palm oil plantations are thus “regimes of violent care” (Chao 2018b: 434; see also  
Van Dooren 2014), where “the touch that enables affective relations between humans and 
seeds transforms into a violent invasion that determines which plants get to live well or die 
young” (Chao 2018b: 435). Sarah Besky also points out similar aspects in Darjeeling tea 
cultivation: on the one hand, she finds that workers do care for their plants; for instance, when 
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they describe tea bushes as their babies or husbands (Besky 2013). On the other hand, she 
argues that “Love is definitely not the way to describe plantation workers' relationships to 
plants” (Besky 2016b), because their care is not merely a benevolent act, but an arduous chore 
carried out in precarious work conditions. She finds that workers' affinities for plants are  
genuine, but also a requirement for long-term profit. Conflicting relations of “violent care”  
(Chao 2018b: 434) are central to the interactions between people and plants on plantations.  
However, this angle shows only a human perspective. The poor growth, for which oil palms 
are culled by their caretakers, is not passive and meaningless, but a motion which also  
actively shapes plantation labour. 
Others try to make the plants' own negotiations more visible. Elaine Gan explains how  
the “miracle rice” variety IR36 grows as “an aleatory formation of vegetal, animal, chemical,  
and human coordinations” (2017: 61). She traces these formations through laboratories and 
paddies to show how the connections that IR36 makes with its surroundings change agrarian 
landscapes, lifestyles, and ideas. Such combined botanic-ethnographic description registers 
the various aspects that coordinate an ecological situation, not just human labour. It shows  
that even though “violent care” sets limits to plant growth, these limits are often resisted or  
appropriated by plants in their interactions with others. Plantations as “projects of rule” are  
“both ruled and always at risk of becoming unruly” (Besky and Padwe, 2016: 10, 17) through  
the plants' engagement with its surroundings. This chapter looks more closely at the diverging 
engagement of tea plants within regimes of “violent care”.
I do so primarily through Michael Marder's notion of “vegetal heteronomy”. This  
notion, which poses “the plant's dependence on something other than itself” (2013: 67) as a 
foundation for controlling plants and, simultaneously, for their outgrowing of control. Vegetal  
heteronomy connotes the uncompromising responsiveness of plants; they are incapable of  
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determining themselves autonomously from the situations in which they are rooted, and are  
entirely subjected to sun, soil, moisture, and air (ibid.). Therefore, plants can be controlled by  
people – if they usurp all other influences on plant growth. Industrial agriculture pushes this  
further: “Standing in for the other, in which the plant's being accomplishes itself without  
reflectively returning to itself, capital eclipses the sun and the power of the nutrients contained 
in the earth” (ibid.: 102). Yet, plants also elude human control whenever those other 
engagements do take place, and this constitutes their “subversive” potential, even if it is not 
purposeful subversion. When plants host fungi that eventually destroy the harvest, this is not  
an intentional counteraction of human cultivation. Plants act unintentionally and non-
oppositionally: they do not favour any particular progression or outcome. At the same time,  
plants do not grow arbitrarily, because they are determined by their biological organisms and  
their immediate surroundings, which give concrete impulses. With this vegetal responsiveness  
in mind, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari suggest to “follow the plants” (1987: 11), in order  
to reveal tendencies beyond human intention – activities that often remain unnoticed until  
they become all too obvious: when the fungi have destroyed the harvest, when the field is  
overgrown (ibid.; see also Stark 2015). Thinking with vegetal heteronomy, the conditions that  
allow people to control plants are simultaneously creating the unmanaged ecological activities  
which undermine such projects. 
Vegetal heteronomy resonates with the kind of agency that Erin Manning calls minor 
gestures: both are non-intentional, multidirectional dynamics which emerge in entangled  
relationships between various actors. Plant growth is always interlaced with minor gestures,  
because it reacts to multiple impulses at the same time, even though they are not always  
visible on the plant itself. Tea plants do follow the major patterns which human cultivation  
sets for them. Indeed, they mostly seem “orderly” and productive, but they also grow  
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differently from standard production in many ways: they grow too fast, too slow, and they 
change their taste. Every activity that aims to regulate plant growth has to coordinate these  
instances, too, so major patterns already implicate minor gestures, which frame the  
possibilities of tea production. While some minor gestures are generally experienced as  
hindering tea production, organic agriculture also purposefully uses specific minor gestures 
for their own benefit; for instance, by cultivating special tastes and by saving seeds. The 
capacity of tea plants to register many different influences sometimes helps organic tea  
growers to develop alternative cultivation techniques: they no longer try to control the minor  
gestures of tea plants, but to control through them. 
The entangled, non-linear agency of tea plants gives momentum to people's attempts 
to render plant growth scalable and efficient – and also to organic aspirations to achieve these 
management goals through particular forms of care. In the following subchapters, I document 
human efforts to manage tea plant growth, and the ways in which tea plants comply to, add to, 
divert from, go beyond, and modify such efforts. On organic tea plantations, these 
negotiations feature conflicting elements: Efforts to control and optimise tea plants go hand in 
hand with both “organic ways” of caring for the nonhuman environment as well as the 
workers' and supervisors' resistance to these two imperatives. The three sections in this  
chapter spell out different aspects of these conflicts: Firstly, I explain how plucking 
instructions aim to choreograph the sprouting of new tea leaves, but I also outline that when  
the workers don't comply, plucking can create particularly unruly forms of plant growth – 
which can in turn sometimes add a marketable distinction. Secondly, I discuss cloning and  
seed saving to further delineate the dance between management and “unmanagement” (Tsing  
2017b: 3). Cloning aims to pre-determine the behaviour of tea bushes, but they are also 
influenced by numerous other factors which often change laboratory-bred characteristics. In 
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turn, seeds don't provide a reliable forecast, but organic planters sometimes also use the seeds'  
unpredictability to prepare for unknown futures. Thirdly, a focus on tasting illustrates that, on 
the one hand, the organic planters' and consultants' “ontological politics” envision new modes  
of care by “symbiotically relating to soils, plants, insects, animals, and even microbes”  
(Münster 2018: 751). On the other hand, the workers and supervisor resist or appropriate 
these practices, and thereby in turn influence taste.
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Plucking
Tea plucking is not just the most common harvesting methods of tea leaves.19 It also 
purposefully interferes with the tea plants' growth; removing the tips accelerates the sprouting  
of fresh leaves. Therefore, on the one hand, plucking exemplifies the “cultivation through 
coercion” (Tsing 2012a: 148) that is central to plantation projects, it is a technique to  
streamline and optimise vegetal life. On the other hand, plucking also points to the “vegetal  
heteronomy” (Marder 2013: 67), – or, more precisely the “heterotemporality” (ibid.: 95) –,  
with which plants grow beyond human attempts of coercion: when the workers pluck too slow 
or too sloppy, tea plants follow other growth incentives, like the sun or the monsoon.  
Overgrown tea plants generally reduce the productivity of the plantation. However, small-
scale planter Raju uses precisely this unruly form of growth to improve his yields. He  
capitalises on his plants' deviation from standard production.
This subchapter charts how tea plants are plucked systematically in order to synch 
vegetal growth to industrial production, and vice versa. After giving an ethnographic account  
of plucking two leaves and a bud, and explaining how plucking systems work, I firstly discuss  
daily labour around manipulating the leaf period (the so-called phyllochron), and then  
seasonal patterns around the tea plants' peak productivity period (rush crop). I then contrast 
these accounts with Raju's alternative plucking methods. Throughout, I show how tea plant 
growth often differs from systematic plucking regimes, from a single forgotten row to entirely 
overgrown fields in the aftermath of the 2017 strike in Darjeeling. Sometimes, planters and 
managers want to limit these different plant shapes, and sometimes they encourage them. In 
both cases, the workers are tasked with plant care and need to negotiate between instructions,  
plant growth, and their own needs.
19 Machine harvesting, while common in other tea-growing countries, for instance in Kenya, is only 
infrequently practiced in India. Machines harvest too much maintenance foliage, which deteriorates 
taste quality, as I explain in the following.
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Two leaves and a bud
My request to participate in plucking on the Anini plantation was kindly rejected at first.  
Although I had arranged with the planter beforehand to join the pickers' work group, the  
supervisors on site said that they had not really believed I truly wanted to join, because the job  
was tough. “You don't have to do it”, said Palash. So, despite agreeing to take me in, nobody  
told me where I could meet the pickers, and, on my first day, when it was time to head to the 
field in the morning, I had to search for them. The pickers were easily found, because they  
were the only colourful dots in the monotonous green rows of tea. Anini is a small plantation,  
and it has only one work group, so all the pickers work stay together. There were around 
twenty people, mostly women, two or three men, and three or four children, accompanied by a 
supervisor and a van that transported the full baskets back to the factory. Fog hung over the 
fields at dawn, and everyone was still wrapped in scarves against the morning chill. Hardly a  
word was spoken as the supervisor Rajah handed out the baskets. A couple of hand gestures 
and mumbled words were enough to send everybody off.
Before I started, Rajah took me aside to instruct me: I was to pluck only the tips of the  
tea branches, ideally two young leaves and a bud which grow together on a tender fresh stem. 
This plucking style was called “fine”, and Rajah said it makes the best tea. “Medium” and  
“coarse” plucking styles also pick larger leaves, which do not taste “high quality”, as he said,  
but provide larger quantities more quickly. To illustrate this, Rajah plucked a dark leaf from  
lower down and mimicked a frown. I later learned from agronomical guidelines that fresh  
leaves and buds are the most photosynthetically active part of the plant and contain a higher  
concentration of the chemical constituents that make a good drink. The darker, longer, coarser  
leaves, which grow lower on the bush, are merely considered “maintenance foliage” and are 
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not fit for the factory (Seneviratne 2017). Good tea was all about the two leaves and a bud, 
which has been an official plucking instruction since colonial times (Chatterjee 2001).
After Rajah left,20 I walked into the rows of bushes to join and imitate the pickers, moving 
from one bush to the next, until the row was finished. The right leaves were easily  
recognisable by their bright green sprinkles, which stood apart from the darker, more mature  
leaves. The upper surface area of tea bushes is called the “plucking table”, and workers are  
supposed to “clear” it by taking away all the fresh leaves. Watching the others around me, 
plucking seemed to be a coordination of eyes, hands, and leaves. Most pickers perform the  
20 It was particular to Anini plantation that supervisors often remained absent for parts of the tasks they 
were to supervise. As I outline further below, they often complained about being understaffed, so I 
guess they went off to attend to their other tasks. Rajah often walked back and forth between factory 
and field.
Illustration 2: Illustration of tea leaves. Source: T.R.I. Advisory Circular 
March 2003 Serial No 04/03.
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delicate picking gesture (twisting off leaves with their index finger and thumb) with both  
hands simultaneously, at an extraordinary speed. Their eyes are not even looking at each of 
the leaves they pluck; rather, they are taking in the entire bush in their field of vision, and  
their fingers search or feel the leaves within it. Soon after Rajah had left, the morning silence  
dissolved. With the supervisor no longer watching and the sun coming up, the pickers hands  
moved fluidly while they chatted with each other.
After this first plucking session, it was apparent to me that plucking tea required 
pickers to train their bodies, in order to acquire a certain responsiveness to the tea bushes and  
their terrain. From later conversations with Rajah and others, I learned that plucking did not  
just condition the bodies of tea pickers, but those of plants as well. Plucking is neither just  
harvesting, nor simply shaping aesthetically sculpted bushes, but also a technique to make tea  
plants produce more of their most valuable tissue. Getting tea bushes to sprout into “two 
leaves and a bud” as often and as exuberantly as possible is the lucrative end towards which 
all of plantation production is geared. Frequently removing young shoots triggers growth 
impulses in plants and makes them re-sprout soon after. If these sprouts were not removed, the 
plants would direct their energy towards producing flowers and seeds, neither of which are 
valuable for tea production. Regular plucking makes plants commence over and over again at  
the budding stage, so tea flowers are rarely found on plantations – they grow only low down 
on the bushes, where branches are not plucked, but where they receive only very little light. If  
a flower were to appear on the tops or sides of bushes, it would mean that this bush had not  
been plucked for weeks – a loss in harvest and in productive plant energy. In order to ensure  
continuous revenue, plucking ideally effects that tea plants grow uniformly and do not deviate  
from a desired form; indeed, that they produce as much crop as possible, that they stay in a  
vegetative phase, and regenerate new shoots as often as possible. Strategic plucking makes it  
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possible to harvest and process tea leaves every day of the year (apart from the colder months,  
when tea bushes go dormant). Plucking thus exemplifies how plantation projects aim at  
streamlining the ecological processes into which their cultivars are tied up, to limit and  
encourage their organisms towards a certain result (Tsing 2017a, see also Besky and Padwe 
2016). In this scheme, any expression of plant life that is superfluous to market productivity is 
seen as a potential hindrance, and actively curtailed (Tsing 2017a). In the following sections, I  
further explore how tea pickers perform these aspirations, how the plants react to them.
Phyllochron
Plucking is instructed in such a way that it manipulates the leaf period of tea, sometimes also  
called phyllochron (Seneviratne 2017) – the time it takes for young leaves to appear on the 
main stem of a plant. The average phyllochron, depending on the clone (cultivar) type and its  
specific surrounding, varies from five to nine days (ibid.). The term phyllochron is taken from  
expert literature and circulates amongst those who devise plucking policies and those who  
give instructions to pickers. Whereas most pickers may not know the term, they experience  
the phenomenon: a knobbly bulge on the stem of a bush grows into a shiny bud and then 
unfolds into a leaf. Plucking policies are set to capture this time lapse of budding and 
sprouting. Expert manuals advise (ibid.): the more frequently young shoots are plucked, the  
more shoots follow, and the leaf period shortens. Rows should be plucked successively, and  
pickers should revisit the same spots at intervals that are attuned to leaf periods as closely as  
possible. However, the plants cannot continuously direct carbohydrates towards growing new  
shoots, so if too many shoots are removed too frequently, the bushes' productivity could 
decrease. Plucking should be done in a moderate and controlled way, guided by experienced  
judgement of the tea bushes' growth. Plucking manuals therefore advise supervisors to 
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regularly inspect leaf periods on the spot (Seneviratne 2017; Subandi and Nurjanah 2013). As  
I described above, every morning on the Anini plantation, the supervisors lead the pickers to  
the section which they are supposed to pluck that day, usually resuming from the day before.  
Rajah told me that at an interval of around every seven days, he has the pickers return to each  
spot: the more frequently they return, the more quickly the bushes re-sprout. Simultaneously,  
he is always aware that if they return too often, sprouting will slow down.
The appropriation of the leaf period through strategic plucking is an example for  
Michael Marder's vegetal heteronomy, or, more precisely, vegetal “heterotemporality” (2013:  
95). According to Michael Marder, the time of plants is always fundamentally clocked by “the  
time of the other”; it passes through externally determined cycles (ibid.: 101). As humans 
deliberately intersect with these cycles, they sometimes come to be the most decisive  
temporal impulses to vegetal growth (ibid.). Plucking monopolises intervals of plant growth  
in order to coordinate harvest, and make plants grow according to industry schedules. But, to  
this end, it is necessary that pickers and supervisors pay close attention to leaf periods, and to 
direct great efforts towards them. Cash crops are at once subjected to human control and 
themselves provide important time checks (see also Glover 2011, Gan 2017). Pickers are 
assigned to ensure vegetal “punctuality”, but, as a result of this, vegetal rhythms come to  
determine their own time-keeping as well, as their labour schedules are structured around the  
manipulated phyllochron.21
Daily labour around manipulating the phyllochron is not an exact science. Tea pickers  
are supposed to act as the plants' chronographs, but workers, unlike plants, neither entirely 
depend on nor entirely give in to the normative schedules of work shifts and phyllochron. On 
the Anini plantation, supervisors often leave the pickers to their own devices after giving  
21 The phyllochron is also an important temporal reference in the System of Rice Intensification that 
Daniel Glover describes (2011).
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initial instruction in the morning. For instance, the pickers may then decide on their own  
which rows they enter. Although they are perfectly capable of recognising which bushes need 
plucking, the rows they choose are not always the ones that do. Children, in particular,  
sometimes playfully switch rows, or pluck only half a row, interrupted by a game, until they  
are told off by the adult pickers. Further, especially around midday, many pickers revert to  
those rows that are adjacent to shade trees.22 They often carry umbrellas to shelter themselves 
from the sun, but I experienced myself how much more relief shade trees can bring. So, 
pickers often switch between shady rows and sunny rows, spending as much time in the shade 
as possible or reasonable. Prioritising shady rows over sunny ones of course leads to uneven  
plucking, and there are limits to how far pickers can allow themselves to do this, since the 
supervisors recognise too patchy plucking afterwards. And of course, the pickers are also 
required to fulfil a certain plucking quota. They have to pick up to 24 kg per day, which  
cannot be achieved solely in shaded rows, especially if these are over-plucked. In daily 
practice, attending to the phyllochron means constant compromises.
As tea pickers work towards maximising the productivity of plants, plantation 
managements also seek to maximise the pickers' own productivity through strict time-
keeping. On Anini and Valley, as on many larger plantations, a central clock sounds loudly at  
all hours, and is audible all over the labour lines, tea fields, and factories. Supervisor Palash  
told me that this temporal institution is preserved from colonial labour management, because  
many workers do not own watches. Still, Palash frequently complained about the workers'  
unpunctuality. He constantly reminds everyone of the time, as it is ultimately his 
responsibility to ensure that the proper plucking and processing pace is kept. However, I 
found that workers are by no means accidentally unpunctual, but deliberately take their time,  
22 On most tea plantations, especially on flat territory like most of Assam, shade trees are deliberately 
planted in-between the rows of tea, to provide shelter against the sun. On the Anini plantation, shade 
trees are spaced at about every ten metres.
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because they need it. When the gong of the central clock announced the end of midday break,  
my next door neighbour, Lolita, a young mother and tea picker, rarely immediately reacted to  
it and often stretched her break time at lunch.23 Our huts were separated only by a thin wall, 
through which I could hear her chat with her son, do various household chores, or sing. She  
usually took a little longer than an hour break, which might have been necessary to finish a  
particular task, to relax, or to attend to her son's needs. I sometimes saw her run to the tea  
fields five, ten, or fifteen minutes after the central clock had called. As the fields lay adjacent  
to her hut, she was probably never very late, just always a little bit. I also noticed that she was 
not the only one. In minute daily adjustments, Lolita and other workers negotiate between 
different imperatives.
Alcohol consumption also frequently interferes with both plucking intervals and 
labour schedules. In the middle of my first Saturday night on the Anini plantation, I was kept  
awake by several voices shouting outside for many hours. The next day, Palash explained to  
me that some workers always get drunk on the night after payday, every second Saturday. He 
said that some drink so much that they do not even show up for work at all the Monday after,  
or only in the afternoons, when they work inattentively and struggle to pluck enough leaves.  
On the Valley plantation, by contrast, alcohol does not so much destabilise schedules, but re-
stabilise them. Many tea pickers carry a small liqueur bottle with them when they head out  
into the fields. The bottles are then half-buried by tea leaves on the bottom of the plucking  
baskets. Workers often casually joke about their alcohol consumption. For some, by  
facilitating the toils of the working day, the substance associated with disruption is necessary 
to keep things going in the first place.24
23 Lolita is the wife of supervisor Rajah, which might allow her to be “later” than other workers, although 
I am not sure about this.
24 According to Nitin Varma, this ambiguous relationship to alcohol has played an important role in 
establishing tea plantations: early British planters soon became major importers of alcohol, but also 
complained that drinking sprees threatened the workers' productivity (2017).
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Tea plants react to patchy plucking by out-growing the stage of two leaves and a bud.  
Their leaves grow bigger and their buds unfold. When the industrialised leaf period is  
interrupted, it is much more difficult to bring it back on track. Several sections of Anini's tea  
fields are, in fact, quite overgrown.25 Particularly in the sections further away from the factory, 
the outline of the bushes looks irregular even from afar, and the plucking table is very uneven. 
Upon closer inspection, ferns, grasses, and vetches grow higher than the tea in some places.  
Rows are no longer visible in-between the bushes. Whereas Palash is frustrated with this 
improper state of the plantation, tea pickers seem to make the most out of the unmanaged 
situation: they often forage for edibles among the weeds on their way home. Particularly  
popular are fiddlehead ferns, dhekia,26 that grow abundantly amongst unruly tea bushes and 
often make it into the workers' saag dishes. In many ways, tea pickers compromise in keeping 
plucking intervals and other labour schedules, so that these are only met imprecisely.  
However, if such compromises were not made, workers might not be able to meet any of the  
regulatory schedules at all. Well-being, house-keeping, and alcohol contributed to uphold the 
physical and psychological abilities plantation labour requires. The intersections between 
vegetal, industrial, and personal time lines are not always smooth: they frequently disrupt  
each other. Tea plantations are not just clocked by the more or less regular imperatives of both  
vegetal growth and shiftwork, but also through evasive and infrequent counter-routines.
25 Again, supervisors explained this with shortage of labour.




Plucking ultimately leads up to the climatic event of the rush crop. The term is used by 
plucking instructors to describe the “large scale bud break and rapid shoot growth”  
(Seneviratne 2017) during the monsoon season. After the dry period in spring and early  
summer, the rains stimulate the tea plants to bud and sprout much more quickly and densely. 
This sudden outburst of productivity brings forth the largest amount of the annual crop. In the  
rush crop, the daily labour around phyllochron manipulation takes its peak. If the bushes are  
not plucked diligently during this time, the plantation not only loses a substantial amount of 
its annual harvest, but the leaves also turn coarse much more quickly on the highly energised  
bushes, or they might even flower and produce less leaves from thereon. The rush crop is the 
Illustration 3: Overgrown section on the Anini plantation. Source: Author's own photograph.
81
ultimate expression of the tea plants' heterotemporality, as the tea industry creates a seasonal  
expression of plant growth that would not take this shape otherwise.
As the rush crop is taking place, workers likewise work at an annual productivity 
peak. Expert manuals have a great deal of advice for rush crop labour management, to ensure 
the availability and effectivity of workers. They suggest that the managements hire additional  
workers, or increase the output of regular workers (ibid.). The latter should be done by 
providing incentives – over-kilo rates or bonuses for working extra hours – and postponing 
other work, such as repairs, to the following months (ibid.). From these statements, I 
understand that the rush crop is a mutual peak performance of human and vegetal labour, 
which are intimately tied to one another, but such expert accounts miss that the rush crop also  
accumulates exhaustion alongside top efficiency.
I never visited the plantations during the rush crop season, because, early on, as I was 
arranging my visits, people told me that they would not have time to see me, let alone  
accommodate me in their homes. The busiest time of the year is also the most anxious. Nayan 
told me that the pickers are tired during the monsoon and frustrated that they do not even  
profit from the hard work. After all, apart from standard rate overtime compensation and a 
modest seasonal bonus, the profits amassed during the rush crop do not reach them. Nayan's 
wife, Deepa, told me that she always loses weight during the monsoon, because she skips  
lunch. Not because she has to, but because she feels so tense that she forgets, or simply cannot  
bring herself to eat. The many daily hours of overtime work during the rush crop do not 
exempt her from housework and family care, and being unable to eat increases the strain.
While Deepa does not eat enough during the rush crop, factory supervisor Palash does  
not sleep enough. When the amount of leaves plucked during the day exceed processing 
capacities, the workers stay in the factory until all the leaves are processed, because Anini  
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plantation has no second team of shift workers to alternate with. Palash supervises these night  
shifts. Returning home in the middle of the night, Palash does not want to wake his parents, 
with whom he usually shares a bedroom, and sometimes finds another bed in one of the empty 
huts. But then, he often wakes up very early in the morning and cannot fall back asleep. The  
heavy workload exhausts him, and the tight schedules do not leave space for his usual leisure  
activities, like watching movies or walking to the next village to buy betelnuts. During the  
rush crop, he also rarely has time to use the internet on his smartphone to talk to his friends,  
whom he hardly sees even in quieter times. His smartphone only catches signal from 
underneath one particular orange tree, fifty metres away from the factory to which Palash  
feels confined. 
Next to incessant plucking, not-eating, and not-sleeping, other deprivations 
characterise the rush crop, which triggers both vegetal hyper-productivity and human fatigue.  
Deepa's exhaustion and Palash's insomnia could be seen as examples of those aspects of life  
curtailed by plantation discipline. Such sentiments could be potential hindrances to the  
production processes, and, like errant leaves or weeds, they are “plucked away”. Expert 
manuals evidently leave out the exhaustion and instead equate the rush crop entirely to its  
profitable yield potentials.27
In Darjeeling, the 2017 rush crop was intersected by the agitation led by the Gorkha 
Janmukti Morcha, which pulled through one-hundred-and-four days of strike (bandh) and 
unrest, with the goal of founding a federal state of Gorkhaland that would be independent 
from West Bengal. The tea industry was the main scene of this conflict, which destroyed 
seventy percent of the tea crop. The frustrations of tea workers certainly played a role for the  
large-scale support which people gave to the Gorkha Janmukti Morcha, as many found that  
27 Metaphorically, economic growth is often described as akin to vegetal proliferation; for instance, 
through the terms “yield” and “maturation” (Marder 2014: 19, 114). As Michael Marder stresses, these 
conceptions ignore that besides growth, decay is an intrinsic part of vegetal processes.
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“Gorkhas remain pegged to the lowest levels of employment, while outsiders own the tea  
industry, meaning its profits flow out of the hills.” (Bennike et al 2017). Dissatisfied with this 
situation, the tea workers on the Valley plantation I spoke to supported the bandh, although  
they also admitted that it was not successful in the end: it did not have significant political  
consequences, but caused financial strain to their (Bengali-held) company, so workers 
eventually lost their bonuses. Even during the bandh, the exhaustion and anxiety that usually  
accompanied the rush crop season did not cease. Apart from worries about money and job  
security, workers were short on food supplies and had to barter or forage for most other 
food.28 People told me that they often went into the surrounding woodland to gather bamboo  
shoots and mushrooms, but also that they added tea leaves and tea flowers to their strike  
meals.29 Discontinuing plucking meant not making use of the rush-productivity, on which tea  
workers' labour focuses all year round, however, the tea bushes still fed tea workers. Now,  
even tea flowers and weeds served as a partial source of nourishment. In this situation, the  
uncontrolled growth of tea plants benefited the workers, at least to some extent.
Instead of mass-producing “two leaves and a bud”, Darjeeling's tea plants grew into  
manifold other shapes during the monsoon strike – the kinds of shapes that plucking usually  
prevents them from taking. When I arrived on the Valley plantation in November 2017, its tea  
fields still looked different to the year before, even though the workers had already been busy 
with restoring them for months. Apart from tea flowers, I also saw a few tea plants that had  
grown almost higher than my head. They stood mostly on the edges of remote sections,  
presumably forgotten by the workers who trimmed only the adjacent bushes. As the wood of  
these forgotten ones was already thick and almost trunk-like, I assumed that it would not be  
28 They also received provisions of rice from the GJM.
29 Eating tea flowers and tea leaves as emergency food is frequently done in other crisis situations. For 
instance, during the 2016 demonetisation, many tea workers suffered severe food shortages. “India 
today” quoted a tea worker: “Now that our garden is not doing well, we are not able to buy vegetables 
and eat. Children get some flowers of the tea leaves and we just cook that and eat.” (Loiwal 2016).
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possible to revert these particular specimen back to a bush shape. Nayan speculated that if  
they were not chopped down completely, they would grow into tea trees – a shape that is  
common for wild tea plants, especially amongst the Assamica varieties, but that is rarely seen  
around plantations. The appearance of tree-shaped tea plants gave the impression that the  
plantation was turning into woodland.
Cultivating minor gestures
People do not always try to control the spontaneous shifts of tea plants. Sometimes, they also  
purposefully use them. Small-scale tea grower Raju's approach to plucking differs from the  
patterns I have described so far: he lets tea bushes grow almost uncontrolled, and plucks them 
even when they are higher than his head. He told me that this is a “stressless” state for the  
plants. He often harvests two leaves and a bud, but also sometimes other leaf shapes which  
appear on his irregular shaped bushes. This unusual method is part of Raju's take on organic 
agriculture. He told me that by letting his plants grow according to their own devices, he aims  
to create unusual flavours (as I outline more closely in the subsequent subchapter on taste). 
He plucks tea infrequently, with a small cohort of helpers, mostly including only his family:  
his elderly mother and father with whom he lives in the village nearby his tea fields, and his  
brother, sister-in-law, and nephew, who live in Bengaluru and come to help regularly. During 
the rush crop, he sometimes employs helpers from the village, whom he pays about twice as 
much as the neighbouring plantations (400 INR was the amount he told me). 
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I never plucked tea with Raju, but I accompanied him on inspections through his  
fields, and he has shown me videos of how he plucks: squeezing through the dense bushes, he 
inspects each one individually, as each bush has reached a different height and a different 
shape. Raju told me that he decides which leaves to take from each bush according to  
previous experiences with particular bushes, leaf shapes, and tastes (as I elaborate in the 
subchapter on taste). Plucking this way takes much longer, and Raju does not produce large  
quantities of tea. He sells them as speciality teas for higher prices than usual – about twice as  
much as Valley's tea, which is already expensive – and caters mostly to foreign tea 
“connoisseurs” who value his unusual tastes. The videos of his plucking are also uploaded on 
his Facebook page, through which he makes many of his sales. The videos showcase his  
unorthodox plucking method and advertise it as a mark of distinction for his tea. By  
Illustration 4: Raju's tea bushes in comparison to his neighbours'. Source: Author's own 
photograph.
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encouraging unconventional plant growth, Raju's plucking method intentionally uses the 
minor gestures of tea plants. He actively encourages his plants' deviation from standard  
production and profits from the differences this produces.
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Cloning and seed saving
On most tea plantations, all tea bushes in a particular section look very much alike, and this is  
not just the result of diligent plucking: tea plants are cloned (propagated through cuttings) so  
that they more reliably fulfil plantation requirements than plants grown from seed. Like  
plucking, cloning directs plant growth towards economic projects. However, cloning takes it  
one step further, because it makes plants genetically uniform. The cloning of particularly  
productive and resilient varieties is supposed to guarantee the plants' performance, but in  
relation to ever-changing ecological conditions, clones don't always grow according to their 
intended design. Clone behaviour is further influenced by different cultivation techniques and 
the ways in which these are implemented. Next to their busy plucking schedules, tea workers 
and supervisors don't always find time to look after newly planted seedlings, so they often 
don't grow according to schedule. However, sometimes unexpected growth can also improve  
the finished product. Organic tea planters and consultants appreciate both controlled and  
uncontrolled plant growth, they often purposefully use the surprising interactions of tea plants  
and their surroundings. This is why organic planters sometimes take up seed saving: in terms  
of adapting to climate change, they find the unpredictable genetic information of seeds  
potentially more useful than the more exact but limited characteristics of clones.
In this subchapter, I firstly outline how tea clone series are evolved towards 
productivity. Secondly, I recount how, in reaction to ever-changing surroundings, even highly  
efficient tea clones do not always grow according to plan. These variations are minor 
gestures; nonscalable elements within scalable projects. Thirdly, I describe how organic tea 
growers take up seed saving alongside cloning, because they value the unpredictable but 




Consultant Anand told me that whole sections on the Anini plantation are just one single plant 
– a “mother bush” from which many clonal cuttings had been propagated. Most of the bushes  
had been planted by the person who owned the plantation before Vinod, but whenever  
unproductive bushes had to be replaced, Vinod just bought the same or similar clonal  
varieties, despite Anand's strong objections. He said that it was “perverted” to propagate  
plants like this; it should be done “naturally”, from seed, as it was done in earlier times. When  
I asked Vinod, he said that his consultant's idea might be right, but unrealistic: plants grown 
from seed were unfit for production.
Thom Van Dooren argues against such a separation of “two separate realms” in which 
plants grow, the wild and the domesticated, because plants also influence the terms of their  
domestication (2012: 24). The propagation of tea plants from seed exemplifies how plants are 
“involved in ongoing interactions across the domestic/wild border” (ibid.: 24). In the first  
century of growing tea commercially in India, planters and tea research institutes set up 
orchards specifically for saving seeds. Seed plants were selected for suitable characteristics  
and planted in isolation, to control pollination. Tea plants are outbreeding; they easily cross  
with other plants that are not closely related genetically, so seed plants were often even  
pollinated by human hands (Mondal 2014). Their seeds were raised into young seedlings in a 
nursery and selectively planted in the plantations. But, despite careful selection, no two seed 
bushes were alike: they sprouted at their own pace, responded differently to fertiliser, drought,  
pest, disease, and tasted differently. It was almost impossible to estimate yields: “The crop  
harvested from individual bushes in a field of seed tea may vary up to 500 per cent between  
the lowest and the highest yielding bush” (Wickramaratne 1981: 8). In 1939, it was speculated  
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that “About 10% of the bushes in a commercial tea garden of northeastern India produced 
only 2% of the total crops, [...] and about 0.5% bushes produced as much as or more than  
300% of the average crops” (Mondal 2014: 20). Over time, planters improved these most  
productive 0.5% via hybrid line breeding techniques. As people learned how to breed tea 
seeds, they formed agricultural practices and research institutions around the requirements of  
tea plants.
Cloning changes the way in which plants are involved in plantation projects. Since the  
release of the first lot of three tea clones by the (British founded and funded) Tocklai  
Experimental Station in 1949, after decades of research, this method has become conventional  
in the Indian tea industry.30 To clone, cuttings are taken from a selected mother tea bush,  
prepped in a laboratory, and raised in a nursery according to elaborate procedures. As Tapan  
Kumar Mondal describes:
“Cuttings are then immediately subjected to fungicide as well as commercial grade  
rooting-hormone treatment and inserted in the nursery for root induction for 45–60 days  
depending on the location, planting material and so forth. The successful rooted cuttings are 
then transferred to polythene sleeves filled with good virgin soils (pH around 4.5) having  
adequate water-holding capacity and are kept for another 8–12 months in the nursery, by 
which period they become ready for field transfer.” (2014: 16).
Laboratories set controlled conditions for plant growth, and they also produce easily  
controllable plants. Cultivar series cater to various climates and soils, types of tea, types of  
insect or disease, and high yields. People need to worry less about the cloned plants'  
30 These clones are themselves not produced from an “original” tea plant, but from the hybrid populations 
propagated by British planters for many decades. As Indian planters gradually replaced British planters, 
they took over this recent innovation that was not yet tested in situ.
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behaviour, because the characteristics of the mother bush are already known and deliberately  
chosen. In daily practice, their uniformity makes clones easy to handle. All bushes sprout at  
roughly the same time, so pickers can effectively work through a section without missing a 
late-comer. Leaves plucked from different clones are all at the same stage of growth and taste  
similarly after processing. In both nursery and field, clones grow on different terms than seed 
plants.
Cloning ultimately aims at what Tsing calls scalability: “(...) the ability of a project to  
change scales smoothly without any change in project frames” (2015: 38). According to  
Tsing, clones are “self-contained, interchangeable project elements” whose predictable  
character and assessable growth facilitate a “smooth” (ibid.: 38) system that is transferable to  
almost any environment and becomes almost infinitely expandable. Scalability is therefore  
one of the major patterns according to which plantations operate. Planting cloned tea bushes 
increases both the surface which plantations can cover and the level of control people can 
hold over plants. When tea plants were grown from seed, plantations relied mostly on 
nonscalable elements. Clones take away the indeterminacy of pollination and inheritance, but  
they do not entirely eradicate all nonscalable elements: “Making projects scalable takes a lot  
of work. Even after that work, there will still be interactions between scalable and nonscalable  
project elements” (ibid.: 38). Firstly, the production of scalable clones also necessitates  
specialised institutions, and the standardised technique by which clones are produced is  
labour-intensive. Secondly, because large scale planting with a limited number of clones  
significantly narrows the gene pool of tea plants, pests, diseases, or climatic changes might  
kill all clones, because none of them has adapted defense mechanisms. In a plantation grown 
from seed, there might be more survivors of such events, because some individuals might be 
better equipped to withstand. Cloning is therefore an ongoing process: new clones and new 
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ways of cloning are constantly evolving. For instance, since 1949, the Tea Research 
Association Tocklai has developed a total of thirty-two clones: namely, TV-1 (Tocklai 
Vegetative) to TV-32. Another example are the clone series from the United Planters 
Association of South-India (UPASI); see the illustration below. The distinguishing marks of  
clone types react to the nonscalable elements of the surroundings in which the clones have to  
grow. Cloning practices are more concerned with continuous dynamic adjustments than with  
replicating a timelessly ideal plant. Like growing from seed, cloning does not arrest but  
appropriate tea plants to changing circumstances, just in much more human-controlled terms.
Cloning with
The seeds that grow into the most productive plants are those that do best in their immediate  
surroundings. In the case of clones, people make this decision for plants: they pre-calculate  
their growth, but they are not always correct in this. Once out of the controlled nursery  
setting, situated interactions affect newly planted seedlings. These slight variations in clone 
Illustration 5: Examples for the clone characteristics. Source: Mondal 2014: 27.
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growth are minor gestures: nonscalable elements around which major organisations seek to 
establish scalability.
The clonal seedlings that are planted on a barren field next to the factory on the Anini  
plantation do not grow fast enough. Palash regularly sends photographs of the seedlings to 
Vinod's phone, so that the planter can examine them. In the latter's office, I once observed him  
comparing these photographs with those of other seedlings from the same cultivar series on 
his computer. The series had been propagated by a colleague whom Vinod admires for his  
skill, and he is very excited about them. However, his colleague's original seedlings grow in  
Uttarakhand, and Vinod worried that they might not do so well in an Assamese setting. The  
colleague and Vinod regularly update each other on the topic. Comparing the photographs,  
Vinod's attention was directed towards the succession of leaf growth: the Uttarakhand 
seedlings had already grown janam leaves and fish leaves (see Figure 2), but some seedlings 
on Anini looked hardly more than sticks in the ground, because they had not even grown 
shoots yet. Vinod zoomed in and out, enlarging details of the stems to search for evidence of  
shoot development: two scale leaves opening up. Although all the seedlings were effectively  
the same plant, they grew differently to the Uttarakhand seedlings.
Palash's photographs purposefully did not show Vinod that the invasive plant lantana 
had started to grow into the edges of this new field and already fenced in some of the  
seedlings. Palash told me that there was no time to do anything against it, as they were already 
understaffed, and had to prioritise plucking and processing. Palash speculated that if there was 
time during the dormancy period, he could tell the workers to cut back the lantana plants from  
around the seedlings, but he admitted that he usually forgot about this field entirely. He found 
that it was not even possible to cultivate the already existing fields properly, and that the  
workers could not care for an additional field. Even though the clones are bred to be easily  
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manageable, people cannot manage them because of an overwhelming workload. Instead of  
expanding the scale of the plantation, the new clones initiated a non-scalable situation. Their  
slow, troubled growth is a minor gesture that demands people's attention.
In the Nilgiri mountains, I accompanied organic consultant Jatinder to socialise with  
Kumar, the planter of a company with whom Jatinder did not do business, because they had 
only been growing lower quality wholesale tea. Kumar showed us a section on his plantation  
which had just been re-planted with a new cultivar series. There, the foliage grew thinner,  
lighter, and lower than in the surrounding, older sections. Jatinder and Kumar touched the 
tender leaves and discussed them whilst workers were busily plucking around them. The two 
commented on the order of leaf-appearance on the stem, and they were satisfied with what  
they saw. Kumar was enthusiastic about these clones, but Jatinder expressed doubts whether 
the seedlings would turn out in the expected way, because the replanted section was in a slight 
ditch, which could turn into a frost pocket. However, he pointed out that, in this location, it  
might be possible to produce “frost tea”, a speciality tea that is harvested in the winter, when  
the leaves are coated in frost. He said that he had been looking to buy frost tea himself, and  
would be interested in this opportunity. One would, however, have to wait and observe if this 
was possible, depending on how the clones settled in. Jatinder's situated analysis of plant  
growth suggests that clones are also referential of their immediate context and grow in  
relation to it. Although they had been planted with a particular aim, it was possible that they  
grew differently. Minor gestures may lead the plants to produce different tea than what Kumar 
wanted them to, but it could still be marketed profitably. In suggesting to produce frost tea,  
Jatinder wanted to follow the minor gestures of clones, and incorporate a nonscalable element  
into a scalable project.
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Small-scale planter Raju takes this experimental approach to clone growth even 
further. His tea fields are composed of a mixed variety of clones, and unlike on other  
plantations, particular clone types do not grow in separate sections, but diverse types grow  
next to each other. Some of them were already there when he took over his family's land from 
the previous tenant, and others were planted by himself more recently. Raju emphasised that  
he is trying out diverse clone varieties to observe and taste how they grow. He does not pay 
much attention to the “official” characteristics of these clones, but rather to their situated  
performance. He argues that the surroundings in which plants grow are more important for  
their productivity than their breeding, and buying a particular clone type cannot guarantee  
results. Raju wants to activate or enhance the laboratory-bred characteristic through soil care,  
mulching, and self-made bio-dynamic preparations. Walking through his fields, the uneven 
leaf shapes and colours, some shiny, some matt, create the impression that they are different 
plants altogether. Raju finds that his monocultural variety of clones create biodiversity, and  
that this biodiversity supports his tea production.
People limit the growth of tea clones to specific traits, but, within these limits, plant  
growth still varies. How clones grow reflects their immediate surroundings, as well as the 
initial cultivation plan which people had for them. Sometimes, this troubles labour; 
sometimes, it can lead to profit.
Saving seeds 
Cloning “banishes meaningful diversity”, but seeds carry nonscalable elements – “diversity 
that might change things” (Tsing 2015: 38). Even though they still operate almost exclusively  
with clones, organic growers sometimes integrate seed-saving, because of the unique mixture 
of genetic “toolkits” in each seed. The latter might gradually bring change. Kay E. Lewis-
Jones reports that the institutional conservation of wild seeds is both speculative and  
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instrumental: seed savers find that their seeds are “useful to us in unknown ways”, since they 
contain vital genetic information that might allow adaptation to future ecological challenges  
(2016: 66). Seed-saving tea planters aim to integrate the predictability and docility of clones 
with the potentiality and adaptability of seeds.
Before I left the Valley plantation, planter Swaroop told me to hold out my hand and  
close my eyes. I felt him placing something cool onto my palm. When I opened my eyes  
again, I saw the seeds. Round, smooth, and dark brown, about the size of a fingertip, they had  
been carefully dried and cleaned. Swaroop gave them to me as a gift, with the task to grow 
them. “Take them to Europe and plant them there”, he said, and told me that they would not  
grow as well as in Darjeeling, but they would, however, “help the evolution of tea”. To  
Swaroop, seeds bring forth new potentially useful traits: survival strategies for future  
challenges. Swaroop told me that although most of the bushes on his plantation had been  
grown from clones before his time, he now tries to grow a certain number of them from seed  
as well, with the intention to gradually interplant them in the future. The Valley plantation  
even set up its own nursery for this. This is unusual, because tea nurseries usually only 
propagate clones, and also because plantations do not often run their own nurseries, as it is  
quite labour-intensive and requires a great deal of training. Their new nursery is a small, 
makeshift greenhouse built with plexiglass near the factory. I never saw anyone work inside,  
but the potted seedlings looked healthy, and probably did not need much care apart from 
regular watering. After all, this project is not supposed to be a business, and Swaroop does not  
aim to grow large numbers of plants from seed. Instead, he said that growing plants from  
seed, right where they originated, would give them the opportunity to adapt to a particular 
place. He announced that there might soon be a “native” Valley lineage of tea plants. This is  
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not only a matter of pride: Swaroop said he is concerned about the bigger picture of climate  
change.
Seed-saving went hand in hand with making weather observations. Each year, weeks  
before the monsoon is expected to hit Darjeeling, workers are scheduled to take shifts as 
weather watchers, day and night. This, too, is a new and unusual addition to plantation labour.  
From the balcony of the factory, it is possible to see the rain clouds arriving from the Bay of  
Bengal before they reach the Himalayas. Once spotted, the news spread and workers prepare  
themselves for the harvest of the second sprouting period of the year, the monsoon flush, 
which produces a strong, high-quality tea. Yet, Swaroop reports that the rains, which usually 
came around the third week of April, have often been early or late in recent decades. In the  
first year I visited, 2016, they ended early, and autumn was hotter than usual. He said that if  
weather patterns continued to change as rapidly, some clone types would not do so well in the  
future. He kept himself informed about new cultivar series which the tea research institutes  
developed for this situation, but also wanted to create his own resources. Growing from seed,  
he made available the genetic material that could be useful for future generations of clones.  
New plants for new weather patterns. By giving me and other visitors the gift of seeds, he  
further expanded “the evolution of tea”, at least in a symbolic way. Both seed-saving and 
weather watching aim to capture minor gestures of tea plants – not to control them, but to  
make use of them, and to control through them. In changing climates, the non-scalable  
diversity of seeds can expand (or at least preserve) the scale of the plantation by  
complementing the scalability of clones. In this case, incorporating non-scalable diversity into  
scalable projects provides even further advantages for expansion, both spatial and temporal.31
31 This strategy is in accordance with current global seed politics. Famously, the Crop Trust stores seeds of 
wild plants in the Svalbard Global Seed Vault in Norway to counter the threat of genetic 
impoverishment and species extinction. Rare genes make seeds a potential asset for human survival, 
and an advantage to those who keep them (Müller 2014).
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Small-scale grower Raju also saved seeds, although he did not have a plan for them. 
They were stored in paper envelopes in his office, next to a number of other items for which  
he had no specific use yet – jars of honey wine, which he tried to make from local honey, but  
which had gone bad, and a chart with his observations of moon phases, with which he wanted 
to complement bio-dynamic astrological planting schemes. Raju said that he wants to grow  
his own plants from seed at some point, but had no specific plans for them yet. So far, all of  
his bushes were clones, about which he did not express any concern. Rather, similar to 
Swaroop, he wanted to grow a “native” lineage of tea plants. He said that it was strange that  
the entire Nilgiri mountains were covered in plants which were produced in laboratories. Raju  
is a trained biochemist who worked in a laboratory before he took up tea cultivation, and,  
unlike Anand, he does not think that laboratories “pervert” tea plants. Notably, his “native”  
seeds were collected from clones, too. The wish to change laboratory-bred clones into native 
species means to purposefully depart from scalability. It emerges from Raju's criticism of the 
plantation system, which he finds to destroy the local ecosystem. By containing the “diversity 
that might change things” (Tsing 2015: 38), seeds allowed Raju to speculate practically about  
how he could grow tea differently. This capacity is a yet unrealised minor gesture of seeds, 
but it already has an effect on how Raju engages with his plants.
Sneha, a worker on the Valley plantation, saves the seeds of the squash, beans, and 
leafy greens that she grows in the small garden in front of her house. Her small plot adds to  
the foodstuff she obtains from the local market and to what is given to her as part of the  
management's mandatory provisions. She exchanges her home-grown vegetables and seeds 
with family members and colleagues, and at dinner times, she often mentioned who had  
provided the food that she had prepared for us. Even though she is far from being self-
sufficient in vegetables, the handful of seeds help her save some money. Instead of preparing  
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for the potential disaster of climate change, Sneha is dealing with precariousness on a daily  
basis. Having lost a substantial amount of her annual salary after the strike spurred her 
aspirations to leave plantation labour as soon as possible. Although seed saving does not 
necessarily bring her much closer to this goal, it might seem more feasible when she is  
already able to gain at least a small amount of independence. Seeds saved from tea plants  
brace her boss against insecure futures, but for Sneha, who is already experiencing an  
insecure present, vegetable seeds provide direct improvements – they are “useful to her in  
known ways”, to twist Kay E. Lewis-Jones' interpretation (2016). To the contrary, the tea  




Tea workers do not only cultivate tea plants to look the same and behave the same, but also to 
taste the same. Since the colonial beginnings of the Indian tea industry, taste is an important  
aspect for how tea leaves are valued and sold. Daily tasting procedures can be seen as a 
strategy for “ecological simplification” (Tsing et al 2019: 186), because they standardise the 
heterogeneous batches of tea leaves that come out of the factory. In addition to  
homogenisation, organic planters and consultants also use mulching, manuring, and other 
“alternative” techniques to influence tastes without spraying pesticides. In order to  
strategically guide these techniques, they pay special attention to the pre-homogenised tastes  
of tea leaves, which tell them about the state of their crop. “Unmanaged” taste becomes a way  
to manage organic agriculture. In this section, I explore how planters use taste to both assess 
and manipulate the situated growth of tea plants, and how workers and supervisors implement 
their taste-inspired instructions.
The taste variations that appear on tea bushes even within monocultures correspond to 
the unique ecological and climatic contexts of different regions or even individual plantations,  
and therefore, they refer to specific “terroirs” of tea: The subtle taste of Darjeeling tea,  
branded through geographical indication (GI), is often referred to the region's soil and the 
elevations up to 1500 meters, where the plants grow more slowly. Assam tea is grown in the  
Brahmaputra plains, where ample sunlight and heat make it taste strong and astringent. Teas 
from the Nilgiri mountains normally enjoy two monsoons and taste softer. The term terroir,  
the “taste of place”, originates in viticulture (Demossier 2011) but can be applied to other 
fields as well: From a multispecies perspective, terroir evokes the entangled relationships 
between humans and nonhumans that create particular tastes in collaboration with particular  
landscapes (see for instance Perullo 2016). Heather Paxson (2008) traces the terroir of  
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artisanal cheese from distinctive cow pastures to bacteria breaking down milk enzymes, and 
Erika Szymanski (2018) discusses how the terroir of synthetic yeast creates value beyond the 
laboratories in which it is produced. Both emphasise how specific forms of care for microbial  
metabolisms enables cheese and yeast producers to achieve desired tastes. Caring for the  
microorganisms in the soil is also central to the terroir of organic tea, as well as reacting to  
changing weather patterns. The care requirements posed by plants, soils, and climates  
constantly change, and planters and consultants use taste to adjust their techniques. Tasting is 
part of their “ontological politics” of relating intimately and symbiotically to nonhumans, and  
it is at the same time a quality management strategy. However, taste-inspired care is  
contingent upon the labour of workers and supervisors who don't participate in the  
“ontological politics” of organic agriculture in the same way. On the one hand, workers can  
sometimes not implement taste-enhancing practices as precisely as their bosses require, and  
this affects taste outcomes. On the other hand, the workers' and supervisors' own opinions and  
suggestions to improve tastes are often ignored, which limits the overall capacity to adapt  
tastes to changing climates. The terroir of organic teas is created through these diverse and  
uneven encounters: Specific tea plant varieties meet the labour of workers and supervisors, 
the aspirations of planters, changing climates and soils.
In this subchapter, I examine how planters translate their taste impressions and  
opinions into practical instructions, and how the workers' and supervisors' interpretations of 
these instructions influence taste in turn. I firstly describe professional tea tastings, during  
which the taste of the finished product is retrospectively homogenised. Secondly, I explain 
how pre-homogenised tastes inform cultivation strategies when people experiment with 
organic techniques. Thirdly, I delineate how people locate ecological transformations in 
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particular tea tastes, and how they adapt to these new conditions. Fourthly, I show how tasting  
experiences and taste-inspired practices are folded into the unequal labour organisation.
Homogenising taste
Tea tastings are central rituals of the tea industry. Many planters and managers taste their  
freshly produced tea every day, as an ongoing quality control, and also for pleasure. Even 
though their staff are familiar with the official criteria of tea taste, tea companies still employ 
professional tasters. These are apprenticed and certified in tea tasting and often work for 
several companies at once, which they revisit regularly. Their job is not just to assess quality,  
but also to homogenise taste towards trademark qualities.
In the anteroom to Vinod's office, a taster was going about her business. She had 
previously prepared mixtures from freshly produced tea and was now sampling them for 
quality control. In front of her stood ten cups of black loose leaf tea, which she had brewed  
with a thermometer. The cups were neatly arranged next to their saucers, on which she had  
placed the wet leaves for inspection. She slurped the tea, smacked, and then spat it into a  
flower pot. She was very concentrated, almost tense, and barely took notice of me. Swishing 
around a sip of tea, the muscles in her mouth moved through complex motions. She told me 
that these movements were necessary to hold enough oxygen in the mouth, so that the taste 
can develop fully, unfolding all its nuances. Then, she observed the wet leaves through a  
magnifying glass, rubbed them through her fingers, and again took notes in her specialist  
language. The nuances which appeared on her tongue and in her notebook were “golden”, 
“bright”, “pineapple”, and “burned wood”.
Later, I learned that this ritual was once devised by British merchants in the 19th 
century and still determines how Indian tea is priced today: not by abstract numbers in auction  
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catalogues, but according to the sensorial judgement of experts: a “differential regime of  
taste” (Besky 2016a: 14). Describing a tea tasting very much like the above one, Sarah Besky 
recounts how seller-brokers in Kolkata's auction houses make the taste of tea commensurable 
with its market value:
“Drawing from a controlled list of English adjectives that date back to the formation of the  
auction system in London in the seventeenth century (e.g., “cheesy,” “wiry,” “biscuity,” 
“knobbly”), he [the Indian seller-broker] describes the tea's qualities. In addition to this  
specialized vocabulary, he translates the sensation of that tea – the taste, touch, and smell – as  
well as his recollections about the color, aroma, and texture of teas that have come up for  
auction before, comparing this week's lot to last week's, grade by grade, plantation by  
plantation, to reach a singular number: a valuation price” (2016a: 11).32
Even leaves from the same plantation can taste different from one batch to the next,  
depending on the ever-changing ecological circumstances in which they are grown and 
harvested, on which I elaborate later. As taste variability thus remains relatively  
uncontrollable whilst the leaves are still on the bush, and factory processing cannot entirely 
eradicate these differences, techniques for negotiating taste experiences and arriving at  
agreements about them are vital for the global industry. Vinod marketed his organic products  
as “speciality tea”, and it was the taster's job to mix a trademark taste for his brand. The taster  
seemed content with the results. Indeed, as she was leaving the room, she called out to Vinod:  
Taste tik hai, meaning the taste is good. However, Vinod related to me that once a large 
32 Taste buds are not entirely usurped by colonial regimentation, and alternative taste categorisations 
existed also in colonial times, which Gautam Bhadra lists as: “(...) Baishnav bhogya cha (Tea suitable 
for a devotee of Bishnu, harmless, sweet, and milky), Hanuman bhogya cha (tea favourable for Lord 
Hanuman, strong enough to enable one to jump over a sea) or Janasadharan bhogya cha (tea for 
commoners, indifferent in taste and quality).” (2005: 16-17).
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amount of black CTC tea had to be sold to a wholesaler, because it did not taste good enough 
to qualify as speciality tea. Still, even for wholesale teas, which are produced from a number 
of different plantations and sold in larger bulks, taste is evaluated in this way (Besky 2016a).
Professional tea tasting renders heterogeneous tea batches formulaic and manageable.  
It is part of the “machines of replication” (Tsing 2016: 4) – the major patterns by which  
people control plants on plantations. However, as Nicola Perullo argues, taste is “a field of 
forces in which lively beings [...] grow” (Perullo 2016: 9), and should therefore be analysed as 
an ecological relationship. Rather than a “formalistic and abstract vision” of taste, he is  
interested in “the different ecological contexts in which it takes place and unfolds” (ibid.).  
These correspond to the terroir of tea, the specific entanglements of labour, soil, plant 
varieties, management instructions, and climate. In the following, I describe situations in 
which the diverse tastes of tea are indulged rather than obliterated.
Tasting with
In this section, I explore taste as an encounter between planters and plants. Before  
homogenisation, tastes develop when tea leaves are still attached to the bushes, planted in the  
soil, and touched by weather. At the end of a working day, planters often leave their offices  
and enter the factory to taste the freshly produced, non-homogenized tea, to know what is 
happening on the plantation. In doing so, they learn how the vast fields of tea bushes – 
monotonous dark green surfaces that stretch as far as the eye can see – bring forth a precious 
variety of tastes.
Swaroop, the Darjeeling planter, told me how he convinced his father to convert their  
plantation to organic agriculture not through verbal arguments, but through taste. In the 1980s, 
no tea plantation was organic, and young successor Swaroop's concern about the ecological  
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viability of the family business was not evident to his father. Together with the workers,  
Swaroop cultivated a remote section on a steep slope with organic compost, and the leaves  
from there were processed separately. After tasting the results, his father was finally  
convinced that organic tea tasted better – more “subtle” and “deep”. Swaroop explained to me 
that previously, uniform application of fertilizer covered up the nuances of taste which emerge 
from different soils. To the contrary, nourishing the soil with compost enhances these nuances.  
This way, good taste is not established retroactively through homogenizing tea mixtures, but it  
already grows with the plants. In order to harness this distinctive taste, Swaroop seeks  
knowledge of the surroundings in which the bushes grow, and wants to learn how to cultivate  
efficiently in each distinct place. 
Like all tea monocultures, Swaroop's plantation looks homogenous at first glance, but  
it is composed of separated plantings, each with a small sign that states the “jat” (variety) and 
clone type of the tea bushes. The small, dark, mat leaves and sweet, gentle tastes of the China 
jat grow next to the larger, brighter, shinier leaves and strong, robust tastes of the Assam jat 
bushes. Supervisor Nayan told me that the company constantly experiments with growing 
different varieties in different places, where the soil might be rockier or softer, where the sun 
might hit all day, or only at a certain hour. Workers cover the ground between the bushes with  
mulch from chopped weeds and prepare cow dung mixtures to nourish microorganisms in the  
soil. They also sometimes plant nitrogen-fixing ground cover plants between tea bushes or as 
borders between separate patches. Swaroop frequently assesses the results of these 
experiments through tasting. If he is pleased with the tastes, this also indicates that the plants  
are healthy and productive. Swaroop and Nayan suggest that taste emerges in the encounter  
between tea plant varieties, soils, compost, and other plants. Instead of trying to control these  
tastes directly, Swaroop's management wants to influence these encounters. Organic practices  
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like mulching, composting, or companion planting give impulses to the tea plants' networks  
and steer them towards good taste results. This strategy directs the spontaneous interactions  
that other cultivation approaches often homogenise into tools for monoculture tea production.
In the Nilgiri mountains, I encountered even more specifically situated tastes during a 
four hour tasting session which novice planter Raju conducted for me. In the early 2000s,  
Raju quit his job as a biochemist in Bengaluru and took over his family's ten hectars of tea 
fields (which had until then been rented out to somebody else) because he acquired a passion  
for organic speciality teas. Since he criticizes both labour issues and ecological impacts of  
conventional tea production, he considers himself an outsider to the industry and does not  
have many contacts to other tea planters, organic or otherwise. Instead, the novice planter 
sells his tea in small batches over the internet, mostly to “connoisseurs” from Europe or the 
United States. As small-scale growers, all the work on his plantation is conducted only by  
Raju and his family. Extensive tasting sessions like the one I shared with him, are part of the 
experimental way in which Raju cultivates his teas. Sometimes, Raju sits together all night  
with his brother and sister, tasting and talking tea. Both his enthusiasm and outsider position 
are reflected in his way of tasting: Raju's affective taste vocabulary does not use the official 
industry terms, but refers to his own experiences with the situated growth of specific tea 
plants. Sitting on his kitchen floor, he explained to me that in his cup of tea, he tastes how his  
plants grow. He said that in the black loose leaf tea from last winter, he can taste the frost. The  
“frosty” tasting bushes grow in a slight ditch that gets colder than its surroundings, and Raju  
selectively picks and processes snow-covered leaves. The variation in taste that the frost  
pocket of his fields creates is what Raju calls a “frosty” taste. He also found that the green  
monsoon flush he produces from these same bushes tastes “mossy”, like wet soil – the ditch 
also catches more rain water, and Raju further enhances the wetness through mulching. In  
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comparison to other bushes that grow in drier sections, these tea leaves acquire a specific taste  
that Raju calls “mossy”.
In these stories, taste emerges as what Nicola Perullo calls a “fluid experiential fabric” 
(2016: 12). Phytochemistry is detected by human tasters, and they take action to influence  
phytochemistry in turn. This interaction does not just move unidirectionally back and forth  
between plants and people, but involves a larger number of nonhuman interlocutors. In order  
to influence tea plants, people need to become attentive to whatever else influences them.  
Whereas the application of pesticides and fertiliser offers almost straightforward ways to 
reach plants, organic planters need to stay more alert to minute changes in the growth of their  
plants, and taste is one way of doing so. The directions which taste gives to planters are  
ambiguous and call for experiments and improvisation. 
Within the strictly managed “ecological simplifications” (Tsing et al 2019: 186) of tea 
plantations, tasting enables intimate encounters between people, tea plants, and their 
nonhuman surroundings. Raju's fields remain monocultures – seen from afar, they are almost 
indistinguishable from the neighbouring larger tea estates, but Raju and other planters relate  
to their crop not only as commodity. For tea planters, tasting is an exercise in “plant sensing”;  
their “sensoria get 'vegetalized'” (Myers 2015: 42). They gain a sense of pleasure and pride  
from tasting in this way, but also valuable business information. Improvisational, unscripted  
impressions complement the precise techniques like cloning or homogenising through which  
tea plant growth is usually assessed.
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Taste labour
In this section, I explore how planters, workers, and supervisors translate knowledge gained 
from tasting into agricultural practice. The above described taste impressions inspire planters  
to devise cultivation and processing techniques – but with the exception of Raju, planters  
don't perform the cultivation labour themselves. Supervisors carry the responsibility to  
administrate the planters' taste-inspired techniques, and workers implement them. Navigating  
the notoriously precarious labour organisation of tea plantations, both supervisors and  
workers cannot always strategically direct multispecies relations. Overworked and underpaid,  
they are often negligent in the practical application of their bosses' taste knowledge, and  
sometimes fail to create good tastes.
Illustration 6: Tea tasting equipment in Raju's kitchen. Source: Author's own photograph.
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Small-scale grower Raju shows how taste knowledge “ideally” finetunes cultivation  
practices. Working by himself or with the help of his elderly parents, he picks and processes  
small amounts of leaves by hand, which enables him to assess taste quite specifically. He  
harvests different types of tea leaves from specific small-scale environments – his black tea 
comes from the robust Assamica bushes on top of a slope that receive the largest amounts of  
sunlight, and his subtle oolong tea comes from the smaller China jat bushes nestled in the  
shade of taller varieties. Raju's fields are so small that he can gather taste information about 
every single section. As I explained above, he applies mulch selectively to enhance or modify  
soil conditions and microclimates. Raju also produces his own manure to nourish bushes that  
did not taste as good after the last harvesting round. These mixtures are inspired by bio-
dynamic preparations – Raju consults the instructions of Rudolph Steiner and their 
contemporary interpretations, like the Biodynamic Association of India, but does not follow  
either of them very strictly. Rather, he makes up his own mixtures based on the same 
principles. For instance, his favourite biodynamic preparation, “BD500”, is generally  
produced by fermenting cow dung in a cow horn underground for four months, but Raju  
modifies the mixture by adding honey from his own bees. He also uses his own astrological 
calculations for when to apply the manure instead of Steiner's. Through such adjustments he  
reacts to the specific and immediate soil nutrient needs of his tea plants which he determines  
by tasting.
Swaroop and Vinod want their employees to proceed as precisely as Raju when it 
comes to the translation of taste knowledge into organic practices, but workers and  
supervisors cannot always follow these instructions. The workers don't always have time or 
energy to chop and gather weeds for mulching or to collect cow dung and urine for compost.  
Palash complained that instead of attending to these tasks, the workers sometimes keep on 
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plucking; they want to use the time to fulfil their plucking quota for the day, or even to pluck  
more than required and earn a couple of rupees extra. These adjustments of taste-enhancing  
instructions do not mean that the workers don't care about tastes. Deepa likes that organic tea  
tastes “healthy”. She even supplements her tea provisions by buying additional organic tea,  
although it is much more expensive. She boils her tea in a kettle over an open fire rather than  
on her gas cooker, because she likes the additional taste of woodsmoke. She also often adds 
medicinal herbs to her pot and generally drinks her tea with salt. While planters and managers  
use their taste experiences for the regeneration of tea plants, tea workers can do this only to a  
limited extent. Deepa frequently has health problems because of the heavy physical labour  
required to produce this healthy tasting organic tea. The sensory connection between tea  
plants and tea workers is coupled with deprivation as well as enjoyment. Deepa knows that 
Swaroop's taste-enhancing instructions are important for creating special tastes, and she also  
enjoys and takes pride in the priced taste of her company's tea, but she is not always in a  
position to work towards it.
Swaroop speculated that the company could produce even better tea if all employees  
cared more about sustainable practice, which would produce even finer tastes. He found that  
his employees' sloppiness impeded tea quality. Similarly, Vinod also remarked that the quality  
could be even better if his employees were more engaged in organic agriculture. Like  
probably all Assamese planters, he was particularly worried about increasingly hot summers 
that lowered both productivity and quality of his crop, which therefore required additional  
care and attention. He emphasised the importance of proper organic practice by telling me that  
once, a large amount of his tea even had to be sold cheaply to a wholesaler, because it did not 
taste good enough for speciality tea. Both Swaroop and Vinod lamented that their employees'  
lack of diligence jeopardized the taste of their tea. They cannot implement organic techniques  
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as precisely and directly as small-scale grower Raju, who does not rely on the precarious 
labour of workers and supervisors. On Anini and Valley, it is the workers' and supervisors'  
task to choreograph the interactions of soils, plants, animals, and microbes – but unlike their 
bosses, Deepa, Nayan, and Palash do not have the time, energy, or motivation to indulge in 
the “ontological politics” of organic agriculture. Engaging in “plant sensing” (Myers 2015) 
seems unfeasable on below minimum wage salaries.
Tasting change
This section explores how planters use taste to adjust to changing climates. Taste knowledge  
informs planters about the current state of their crop and updates the actions they take to 
influence phytochemistry. Yet, since they ignore the supervisors' and workers' opinions, their 
ability to react to changes is missing these close-up perspectives. Even though workers and  
supervisors often taste their tea, too, and express their opinions on it, their tasting experiences  
have almost no chance at all to influence tea cultivation. They ultimately perform cultivation  
labour according to their superiors' tastes. In turn, the changes which planters can implement 
on their plantations through taste are biased, they do not include the full spectrum of taste  
experiences.
Recently, a number of press articles announced that “Indian tea tastes different due to  
climate change” (Hussain 2010). To illustrate this, they quote taste statements: “Sudipta  
Nayan Goswami, an Assam-based planter, said subtle changes had already been observed: 
'The flavour has changed from what it was before. The creamy and strong flavour is no  
more.'” (Borah 2010). – “'Malty, hard,' says Parag Hatibaruah, a professional tea-taster. 'But 
not as strong, brisk and creamy as it was once,' he adds, shaking his head dismissively.” (Das  
2013). Biologists confirm correlations between tea tastes and climate change (Ahmed 2014;  
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Ahmed and Stepp 2016): the extreme heat deteriorates taste quality, because it slows down the 
photosynthesis of tea plants, whereas stronger monsoons “dilute” taste (ibid.). Taste makes  
changing climates tangible for tea growers, who are used to reading their plantation through  
their tongues. Swaroop searched for ways of retaining the taste which he had worked hard to 
unleash through organic methods. Finding that mulch alone would not suffice to keep the soil 
from eroding during ever more frequent draughts and to protect useful microclimates, he  
instructed his workers to plant trees already in the 1990s. At the time of my visits, about half 
of his land was woodland, trees were predominantly planted in the places that are unsuitable  
for tea bushes anyways. Swaroop explained that tree roots percolated into the sub-soil and 
stabilised it by keeping it moist. Tea bushes benefit from improved soil conditions, additional  
shade, and the birds that live in the woods and eat insects. Tree planting helps to prevent  
landslides, to which the Darjeeling region is prone, and facilitates irrigation. These factors  
work together to ensure taste quality in the long-term. Again, here, tasting prompts tea  
planters to mobilise the complex interrelationships of tea plants and their nonhuman  
surrounding. The taste impairments from climate change are balanced through the strategic  
cultivation of biodiverse relationships.
However, on the scale of daily work, conflicts within the plantations' hierarchies mean 
that adjustments to changing climates are not always successfully implemented. The planters'  
disregard for their employees' taste knowledge prevents tiny tweaks of daily cultivation and  
processing procedures. On the Anini plantation, supervisor Palash notices that tea tastes have  
been deteriorating. At the same time, he finds that organic practices can counteract this  
process, if performed correctly. Nobody ever asks for Palash's opinion on taste, his job is just 
to oversee production, but he tastes anyways. He always brings a small kettle and an  
hourglass to the factory, to taste the freshly produced tea whenever there is time for it. This  
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way, he revises the conventional timings for steaming, fermentation, drying, et cetera. This 
initiative is not appreciated by the consultant Ramu, whom planter Vinod hires to optimise  
production processes and who visits the plantation infrequently. When Ramu is present in the  
factory, he insists on the “established” timings which are conventionally used. However, when  
Palash is alone with the workers, they are able to proceed according to their own devising.  
Palash entrusted me with the numbers that produced good tea according to him: He instructs  
the workers to steam the leaves for two and a half minutes, whereas Ramu instructs three and  
a half. Palash likes forty-five minutes of rolling, Ramu twenty-four. And the list goes on.  
Palash also said that as he works more closely with the workers, he trusts their skill to steam 
and roast the tea for just the right time, because they closely observe the leaf texture. With his  
focus on adjusting factory processing, Palash's take on organic tastes differs from the 
“ontological politics” of relating to other species. Palash, more pragmatically, wants to keep  
track of shifting ecological conditions through exact timings and textures, which he also 
assesses through taste. However, although his approach might be useful to complement the 
planters' organic techniques, Palash's tasting does not count as much, his position as a 
supervisor is second to last in the hierarchy.
In the tea fields and factories, supervisors and workers see, touch, and sometimes taste  
tea leaves on a daily basis, but planters and consultants don't take their knowledge into 
account. It is therefore not so much the workers' and supervisors' alleged “lack of care” that  
prevents the continuous adaptation of cultivation and processing techniques to changing 
climates, but, to the contrary, the planters' disregard for it. This impacts the long-term  
efficiency of the organic togetherness they hope to create. The terroir of organic tea speaks of 
partially bio-diversified monocultures and ongoing labour conflicts: Idiosyncratic “frosty” or  
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“mossy” tastes are an achievement of more-than-human collaboration, and “not good enough” 
tastes are often a result of human inequalities.
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Growing with tea plants
Tea plants overgrow, do not grow fast enough, change their tastes, and evolve their genetic  
diversity. These small motions pace, limit, push, and complicate tea labour. To summarise 
these dynamics, I first outline more schematically how minor gestures coordinate tea labour.  
From this general outline, I spell out more concretely how minor gestures prompt people to 
develop organic practices, and how this affects the lives of workers.
The minor composes the major
Central to Erin Manning's notion is that “A minor key is always interlaced with major keys – 
the minor works the major from within” (2016: 1). This helps me to show how the small  
variations of plant growth orient the dominant patterns of tea labour. They do not entirely 
determine tea cultivation, but they frame what can be produced, and how, and what it tastes  
like in the end. On the one hand, plucking, tasting, and raising clones are regulatory activities  
that aim to direct the growth of tea plants towards productivity. Large surfaces are planted  
with geometrical and genetically homogenous tea bushes, regulatory timeframes dictate the  
plants when to sprout, and the taste of tea leaves is homogenised. This makes plantations  
seem like “machines of replication” (Tsing 2016: 4) which standardise plant growth 
physically, temporally, and sensorially. However, on the other hand, regulatory activities are  
always oriented around the plant growth they want to regulate. To make plants grow 
according to production schedules, supervisors need to align daily shift work and seasonal 
schedules to vegetal growth periods. To standardise the growth of cloned plants, humans need 
to cater to their requirements, both in the laboratory and in the field. To homogenise the taste  
of tea leaves, tasters need to assemble mixtures every day. Even though regulatory activities  
are often more assertive than the plants' reactions to them, and usually succeed in bending 
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plant growth towards production needs, other shapes, growth rhythms, and tastes also always  
appear. The frequency of plucking, the periodic (re-)planting of clones, and daily taste 
controls show that influencing tea plants is an ongoing task. 
Tea plants are both domesticated and wild. They grow with plantation management at  
the same time as they grow with other influences. Plantations are therefore unevenly 
composed of different impulses: they follow economic imperatives as well as photosynthesis,  
rainfall, and strike. “Machines of replication” (Tsing 2016: 4) are assembled through and  
around spontaneous, non-intentional plant growth. People cultivate tea not just according to  
normative guidelines, but also through improvisational, experimental, sensory techniques.
Organic gestures
Departing from Erin Manning's original notion, my ethnography shows that minor gestures 
are not always entirely non-intentional. While the impulses of plant growth happen 
spontaneously and without an agenda, organic growers sometimes try to engage them 
purposefully. Raju lets his bushes grow irregular and finds that this creates more interesting 
and valuable tastes. Swaroop propagates plants from seed, because he hopes to put the unruly  
genetic diversity to use in equally unruly future climates. Consultant Jatinder suggests using  
the context in which young cloned seedlings grow to change the type of tea they were 
originally propagated to produce. Regardless of their rank, most tea growers are fascinated by  
the situated variations of taste, and those in charge try to capitalise on them. Instead of always 
trying to contain the small variations of tea plants, people often play with them. The ways in  
which organic tea growers encounter these minor gestures is sensory, speculative, and often  
full of delight. They talk about their little tweaks with enthusiasm, and they clearly enjoy  
tasting, observing, and engaging with tea plants, but it is not all play: they also try to make the  
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spontaneity of plant growth an asset for their business. This is done by including non-scalable  
elements into production schedules, “regimes of taste” (Besky 2016a), and experimenting 
with the growth of clones. Organic agriculture does not attempt to control the situated  
responsiveness of tea plants, but to control through it. It co-opts the otherwise uncontainable  
aspects of plant life and is therefore also a thorough way to manage plants.
The most direct example for this is Raju, who encourages irregular plant growth. 
When his plants overgrow, he does not trim them back, and he hardly ever prunes them. When 
the taste of the leaves changes, he does not immediately readjust. He works not against, but  
with the slight motions in which tea plants differ from his directives. This difference produces  
a unique taste, distinct not only from conventional teas, but also from other organic teas,  
which attracts aficionados from all over the world who are willing to pay high-end prices.  
This way, he does not need to produce large quantities, which would not be possible with his  
method. It is actually more labour-intensive to work with “unregulated” plant growth in this  
way. The surprising characteristics of the plants require Raju to constantly change and  
improvise his techniques. On irregular bushes, he does not pluck a standard leaf shape but a  
range of different shapes. Raju and the family who work with him have to know these 
nuances, and pay close attention to every single leaf. This style of plucking is not an 
automated routine, but an expertise, Raju uses the knowledge he has accumulated over the 
years to innovate his venture. The same goes for the processing of such un-standardised crop.  
Raju and his family pluck and produce the largest part of their tea themselves; they work  
more slowly and diligently than is possible on a large-scale plantation. Almost every action of  
Raju is a response to the tea plants' growth, and only rarely does he try to prompt any 
particular shape, interval, or taste. By attending diligently to the needs of his plants, Raju aims  
to make the spontaneity of tea plants profitable.
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The planters Vinod and Swaroop, as well as the organic consultants Anand and  
Jatinder, operate somewhere between Raju and convention: they still aim to achieve industry  
standards, but not entirely through the usual techniques, because they find them ecologically 
harmful. Instead, they weave organic techniques into the standard regulatory activities.  
Weather watching, seed-saving, and taste experiments are methods which I found unique to 
the plantations I visited. These activities were not part of the official requirements for organic  
certification, but people developed them to support the requirements. When people watch the  
weather, they react to how plants grow in response to their surroundings rather than following 
a generalised scheme without room for spontaneous developments. When people save seeds, 
they allow plants to diversify without fully dictating the traits they develop. When people  
experiment with terroir, they work with specific ecological surroundings rather than trying to 
standardise them. Organic planters and consultants want to allow plants to grow different 
from the standards, for this makes them both healthier and tastier. Health establishes longer-
lasting viability; the plants sustain themselves and do not depend on outside inputs that much.  
Better and special tastes work as a marketable distinction from “conventional” products. 
Organic agriculture perpetuates plantation production by making an ecologically  
precarious system viable enough to be sustained for longer. While some fear that the  
increasing heat might soon make it impossible to grow tea in Assam, or that erosion might  
limit the Darjeeling industry, organic practices suggest that it is possible to adjust to climate  
change and to alleviate other ecological problems. Organic management allows plantations to  
survive the damage they have co-produced themselves, and can therefore keep them running  
even in troubled times. Here, agro-ecology does not work as an alternative to, but rather as a  
support for industrial cultivation systems. Organic tea planters and consultants try to fix the  
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crumbling “imperial ruins” (Besky 2013: 40, Stoler 2013) of tea plantations through organic 
practices. 
Unequal gestures
Minor gestures also make visible how the interactions between people and tea plants 
coordinate labour relations. Michael Marder finds that plants are in a subaltern position vis-à-
vis humans (2013: 32), because humans can exert great levels of control over them, kill them,  
or destroy their habitats.33 Tea workers, both in the context of colonial history and the on-
going inequalities of plantation labour, are also frequently discussed as subaltern (Chatterjee  
2001; Chaudhuri 2013). The subalternities of tea plants and tea workers are similar insofar as  
they are both produced by the structures of the plantation (Tsing 2016). However, they are 
produced in different ways. The needs of tea plants must be met by plantation labour to keep  
the plantations productive, their organisms frame the possibilities for production. Theirs is not 
a labour dispute: they do not have an agenda. They are themselves the immediate and non-
negotiable basis for the profit of tea companies. Workers have to comply to the management's  
negotiations with plants, which sets the conditions of tea labour. They are bound to both the 
instructions of planters and consultants, as well as to the contingencies of plant growth. When 
tea plants overgrow, when clones do not settle properly, or when tea leaves do not taste as 
they should, the workers ultimately have to catch up with the excess tasks themselves.
Even though the Anini plantation did not employ enough workers to properly attend to  
its entire fields, planter Vinod did not hire more people, for he found that he could not afford  
the additional labour cost. In the above ethnographic stories, understaffed workers and 
supervisors often struggled to keep the plants in check, and their efforts rarely satisfied the  
33 Michael Marder argues that “The plant's absolute silence puts it in the position of the subaltern” (2013: 
186). This twists Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's famous argument, for whom the absence of voice is not 
a condition for, but rather a result of, subalternity (1988). 
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planter. When tea plants grew particularly unruly, this put an additional strain on workers and  
supervisors, because they feared for their (much-needed) bonuses. If they defied the odds to 
pluck and produce a good yield, the larger part of the profits still went to the planter. When 
“unruly” plant growth challenges the tea business more significantly, this also affects the 
workers and supervisors even more severely. After the strike on the Valley plantation, it was  
the workers' and supervisors' task to trim back the overgrowth for months, working overtime.  
Not only did they fail to receive compensation for this extra, strenuous work, but they also 
missed out on two payments of bonuses.34 However, they had no choice but to complete the 
excess work: their livelihoods depended on the yield. Of course, the situation also adversely  
affected planters and consultants – but, for them, the strike may also have brought positive  
changes: many find that the season of rest had actually improved the taste of tea, and expected  
the prices for Darjeeling tea to rise again soon. Workers and supervisors will not receive a 
share of the profits this may bring in the future. Thus, minor gestures which negatively affect 
plantation business further stress the difficult situation of workers and supervisors, while  
“positive” effects do improve it either. Notwithstanding the cultivation strategy of their  
plantations, the workers' and supervisors' livelihoods remain precarious. The next chapter 
draws out more clearly how organic agriculture specifically upholds these unequal labour 
relations.
However, just like tea plants do not just passively grow according to management 
agendas, workers and supervisors also develop strategies to ameliorate their situations. 
Indeed, they practice “weak resistance” when they try to adjust everyday labour conditions to  
their own needs (Scott 1985). James C. Scott finds that seemingly unspectacular acts of non-
cooperation that avoid direct confrontation function like “individual self-help” in situations of  
34 They neither received a bonus for the work they had already done in the preceding growing period, as 
tea companies had no money after the strike, nor the usual amount due in 2018, as no work was 
performed during the strike.
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oppression (ibid.: xvi). Workers return late from lunch breaks, show up hungover after 
payday, and avoid plucking in the blazing sun. Supervisors leave the work group unsupervised 
and neglect the remote sections. Child workers sing and play when the supervisors are not  
present. Supervisors criticise and mock planters and consultants behind their backs. Resisting 
“weakly” makes day-to-day work more bearable; this is done by negotiating ten more  
minutes' worth of break time, a more comfortable plucking location, or by sometimes  
prioritising one's own well-being before that of the tea plants. The workers' and supervisors' 
weak resistance also influences the negotiations between tea plants and plantation  
management. The rows without shade trees are plucked less regularly and therefore sprout 
less regularly. Less tea is produced after “excessive” payday celebrations. Whole sections of 
neglected young seedlings are overgrown by weeds. Ultimately, this creates additional work, 
as the Gorkhaland strike exemplifies: the more tea workers and supervisors resist, the more 
unruly the tea plants grow; and, the more unruly tea plants grow, the more work they create  
for tea workers and supervisors. For the tea management, the well-being of the workers and  
supervisors is subordinate to the plants' well-being. In effect, the workers' well-being is 
dependent on that of the plants, so the workers and supervisors largely need to prioritise the  
tea plants' well-being before their own. If they do not or cannot, they are even worse off. The  
“violent care” (Chao 2018b: 434) that workers and supervisors perform on tea plants – 
“control, conditioning, and culling” (ibid.: 422) – necessitates violence towards themselves.
Marginal subsistence
Sneha's seed saving indicates that the webs of minor gestures between tea plants and humans  
also stretch outside of the tea fields. For Sneha, growing vegetables and saving their seeds are  
practicable and comforting ways to supplement her low income. Facing this precariousness,  
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many other workers take up subsistence practices, such as gardening, gathering, or hunting. 
This could be seen as a way to build resilience against the insecurity of their situation. Donna  
Haraway finds that “slave gardens” not only provided human subsistence, but also refuges for  
plants, animals, and fungi that could otherwise not exist on monoculture terrain (2015: 162). 
Yet, Sarah Besky and Nitin Varma point out that marginal subsistence practices have also 
always been vital to keep tea workers productive on below subsistence wages (Varma 2006;  
Besky 2013). Indeed, especially when tea plants do not grow profitably enough, workers have  
no choice but to intensify such survival strategies. 
On the Anini plantation, the workers support their low income by foraging wild plants  
and mushrooms, hunting, and growing vegetables in the small plots outside of their huts. They 
sell and/or exchange these products amongst each other. Tea yields had been in decline  
recently, so planter Vinod lets the workers use some barren plots on the plantation, on which 
they grow mostly rice and mustard seeds in their spare time. He welcomed gardening 
activities which reproduced his workforce without any further investment on his side. When 
the tea crop is deteriorating, workers have to cultivate other plants, not only to be able to feed  
themselves but also to ensure the company's overall profitability. During the strike on the  
Valley plantation, foraging also became vital to food security (Duttagupta 2017). Here, too,  
the tea crop did not sustain people any longer, and they had to find other plants, which were  
suddenly abundant in the weedy plantation. 
Nayan continued to forage even after the strike, because he could not immediately 
return to his tourist guide job: tourists, like investors, were reluctant to return to Darjeeling,  
and his wife's plantation salary alone was barely enough to feed the family. As we strolled  
through the overgrown fields, Nayan stopped frequently to gather plants from the side of the  
road, which he put in his pockets or held in his hands like a bouquet. The plants he gathered 
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ended up in their dinner. For him, the “weedy” growth during the strike was more than a 
momentary shift. He and his wife Deepa feel that they can no longer rely on the plantation  
alone to provide both job and food security, so foraging becomes a “minor” additional way to  
support themselves. The workers' search for alternative, supplementary food sources connects 
them to the more biodiverse settings beyond tea monocultures. Ultimately, however, they  
engage these settings also to sustain their workforce for the plantations. The relationships 
between people and tea plants are influenced by many other species, as the next chapter  
outlines in more detail.
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4. Companion species
This chapter shows how the interactions between tea plants and other species influence tea  
labour. Instead of strict monocultures, organic growers aspire to create a togetherness of many 
species, which, ideally, all work together for the benefit of tea plants. Yet, in trying to make  
other species support tea plant growth, they also create new boundaries between species. 
Moreover, the collaboration between species is still created by unequal labour relations. 
Unequal togetherness becomes an operational principle for tea monocultures.
To begin, I introduce the notion of companion species and restructure my notion of  
minor gestures around it. Then, I join biological and ethnographic description to make the 
small interactions between tea plants and companion species visible in tea labour. I discuss  
important companion species of tea, the “pests” blister blight and tea mosquito bugs, the 
“benefactors”, cows and soil microorganisms, and the “invasive plant” lantana. To conclude, I 
discuss the boundaries of this togetherness, and how they are negotiated by both humans and  
nonhumans.
Companion species on plantations
Donna Haraway's (2003) notion of “companion species” is a key term in recent multispecies  
studies (Kirksey 2012; Lorimer 2010). It describes particularly formative relationships 
between different species whose mutual influence is so significant that they become crucial 
factors in each other's lives. Species companionship is ambiguous: it involves predators,  
competitors, and parasites just like cultivars and domesticated species, and it changes over  
time. Most generally, companion species of humans are “all of who make life for humans 
what it is – and vice versa” (Haraway 2003: 15). Donna Haraway devised companion species  
as “a permanently undecidable category [...] that does not predetermine the status of the 
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species” (2008: 165), and leaves room for variation. In its different constellations, the only  
thing that is certain about species companionship is the following: what one species does  
affects the other in some way, to a greater or lesser extent. The term is useful to track the 
evolving dynamics which different species create together. 
Even though tea monocultures are populated mostly by tea plants, a number of other 
companion species also mediate, obstruct, or facilitate the relationships between tea growers  
and tea plants. Some of these interactions fall into the register of minor gestures: they are non-
intentional, collective enactments that accompany daily labour. Organic tea growers 
purposefully encourage minor gestures between companion species in a way that supports tea 
plant productivity. They want to create a togetherness of companion species to sustain their  
monocultures. Companionship becomes an asset for tea production. In order to discuss these 
complex relations between companion species, I firstly introduce the notion of companion  
species in the context of organic agriculture and plantations. Secondly, I develop minor  
gestures in relation to companion species. Thirdly, I introduce the notion of togetherness that 
the following ethnography explores.
Cultivation is rarely just a bilateral exchange between people and plants, because a  
number of other companion species participate in it, too. People and plants interact across a  
web of relations with others. To start, there are the animals that people intentionally try to rear  
in their farming ventures. These animals can influence people-plant relationships when  
cropping systems need to be brought into agreement with the animals' needs for land, fodder,  
water, et cetera. Animal dung can be a crucial manure that nourishes plants, so farmers often 
need livestock in order to grow crops in the first place. And the plants, ideally those parts that  
cannot be sold to or eaten by humans, can also feed livestock. Often, farmers grow crops only 
in order to feed animals. In these contexts, people, plants, and animals are companion species  
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who mutually benefit and sustain each other in agricultural projects. Aspects of this  
companionship model feature in my discussion of cows and soil microorganisms: organic tea  
growers nurture these two species, so that the latter nurture tea plants in turn.
Besides the species that people purposefully use for plant propagation, there are also 
those that people are not intentionally trying to rear. These are often labelled as “pest”,  
because their effects on crops is seen as harmful. Harmfulness then becomes the predominant 
characteristic according to which people judge them. Such animals, insects, or fungi are  
unwelcome creatures, for they eat, trample, or disease the plants people cultivate. At the point  
of contact between plants and their “pest” companions, people often try to eradicate them: by  
spraying pesticides, poisoning, shooting, or electrocution. The classification as “pest” blinds  
out the fact that, just like plants, “pest” companions have evolved with human agriculture.  
Their populations would never have reached such large numbers if it was not for the ample  
supply of nutritious food that human fields offered them. Therefore, “pest” companions are  
intrinsic parts of human agriculture. Many insects and fungi even evolved to specialise on 
particular plants – potato bugs only eat potato plants, and tea mosquito bugs only eat tea  
plants. In this chapter, I discuss the tea mosquito bug and the fungus blister blight, which are  
among the most common tea “pests”.
By contrasting benefactors and pests, I do not suggest that this categorisation 
encompasses all forms of agricultural companion species. There are also intermediary  
categories that are neither entirely benefactors nor entirely pests, like certain wildlife species,  
pets, weeds (Tsing 2017b). Moreover, one species can sometimes belong to one category, and  
sometimes to another: some people breed ducks, but ducks also eat other people's crops  
(Kirksey 2012). Or else, invasive species, which I also present in the following, are neither 
entirely oppositional nor in any way beneficial to agricultural projects: they appear on the  
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margins, but still interact with crops and animals. Despite their inaccuracies, spelling out 
these categories is “one way of highlighting, and perhaps questioning, these modes of 
ordering and inhabiting the world” (Van Dooren and O'Gorman 2017: 2). 
Rethinking these relationships is exactly what practitioners of alternative agricultures 
often attempt to do. They also sometimes kill companion species, but they try to avoid it and  
“make peace with everyone” (Tsai 2019: 347). “Friendly farmers” (ibid.) often kill one  
companion species only in order to feed it to another; for instance, they feed golden apple  
snails to fish. Theirs is a “reimagination of farming as a symbiotic and relational activity, an  
affair that relied on the more-than-human ‘togetherness' of a variety of naturally generous  
species” (Münster 2017: 32). To choreograph this togetherness, practitioners of alternative 
agriculture aim to care rather than eliminate. They regard companion species not as “pest”, 
but as nourishment. This is an attempt to make agriculture “something other than a (failed)  
project of mastery” (Van Dooren and O'Gorman 2017: 3). In this chapter, I show how organic 
tea planters try to engage differently with their companion species. They do not try to  
eradicate insects and fungi, but to arrange their cultivation in a way that they can no longer 
cause havoc. They strategically involve more than one species in their monoculture, as I 
outline next.
Plantation management generally takes the opposite approach to “friendly farming”. 
Many have suggested that, on plantations, the categorisation of companion species into 
benefactors, pest, and wildlife becomes obsolete, because plantation management actively  
curtails any companionship between cash crops and other species: “Plantation simplification 
intentionally deprives organisms of their ordinary ecological partners, since the latter are  
imagined as hindrances to asset production” (Tsing 2017a: 59). In these accounts, all  
companion species are unwelcome on plantations, for they are seen to divert, block, and delay  
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plant growth from people's cultivation plans. Even beneficial companion species are  
unwelcome, because plantation management aspires to be the predominant influence on cash 
crops. Before tea bushes were planted in colonial India, large forests were cut down and the 
residues burnt, so that no seeds remained in the soil (Besky 2017). Every day, workers direct 
much effort towards eradicating any other species from the plantation grounds, mostly by 
applying pesticides and herbicides. Fertilisers replace soil nutrients and make it possible to  
grow plants without the help of soil microorganisms, which die in degrading soils. Sarah  
Besky writes that “Plantation work is equal parts caring and killing” (ibid.).
On the flipside, this strategy never completely eliminates companionship; it merely  
alters its conditions. Indeed, in a simplified monoculture ecosystem, the entrance of other 
species often has much more drastic effects than in more biodiverse surroundings, as 
predators find “an endless meal of helpless and identical prey” (Tsing 2017a: 59). Pest 
organisms can move undisturbed through monoculture rows, in which they find no resistance 
other than agro-chemicals, to which they often gradually grow immune, thereby destroying 
whole plantation regions (Grandin 2009). Tsing calls this effect “proliferation”: “the 
unmanageable spread of plantation-augmented life in the form of disease and pollution”  
(Tsing 2017a: 52). Here, eradication goes both ways: humans try to eradicate companion 
species in order to keep them away from plants, and, in effect, proliferating companion 
species eradicate plants. Humans can only successfully cultivate plants if they kill companion  
species quicker than the companion species kill the plants: it is an “unintended race” (Gan 
2017: 61). Accounts from different periods and regions indicate that fatal proliferation of  
companion species lies at the centre of the plantation system (Grandin 2009; Perfecto et al 
2019). In these accounts, companion species are either dead or deadly. Arnab Dey finds a  
similar scenario in the early British-Indian tea industry:
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“Indeed, tea blights were not externalities eventually triumphed over by imperial science, but  
vectors that multiplied due to the natural conditions of the Assam estates (especially shade-
trees and rains) and finally dispersed through the body of labourers, winds, plucking baskets,  
birds and the very structures that supported the industry.” (2015: 540). 
Like “pests” in other agricultural sectors, proliferating companion species did not exist in 
large numbers before people made plantations: their populations only increased once the  
plantations provided them with ample plant food. The larger the plantation, the larger the  
damage caused by companion species (ibid.: 549).35
In my fieldwork, at the uneven intersection of alternative agriculture and plantations,  
two radically opposed forms of species companionship meet; they are parallel and connected. 
On organic plantations, eradication meets tolerance: planters and consultants want to maintain 
monocultures, but also tolerate other species to some degree. Proliferation meets togetherness,  
as other species eat, disease, or compete with tea plants, but planters and consultants also try  
to make them nourish and protect plants. Companion species are disciplined to some extent,  
but they also participate in, interrupt, or adjust the interactions between humans and plants.  
Planters and consultants encourage particular interactions between tea plants and other species 
instead of curtailing all of them, because they want to influence how companion species 
influence plants. In daily labour, this means that other species frequently appear between rows 
of tea bushes and need to be dealt with as daily chores. Instead of caring only for tea plants,  
workers on organic plantations also care for cows and microorganisms in the soil. They 
harvest a wide range of other plants to prepare manure. They cut back the strong growth of 
35 Plantation-bred pathogens, insects, or fungi also often escape plantation borders and proliferate in non-
plantation contexts. This is one of the most devastating effects of plantations on global ecosystems 
(Tsing 2017a).
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lantana plants again and again, without spraying herbicides. Planters and consultants 
appreciate the taste of the fungus blister blight, and tea mosquito bugs help them to track  
weather changes. In turn, the companion species do not tend to proliferate. Insects and fungi  
eat some tea plants, but not all of them. Cows and microorganisms nurture the soil for tea  
plants.
This chapter describes the paradoxical togetherness of organic tea plantations by 
looking at minor gestures between companion species, tea plants, and tea growers. Minor 
gestures are the collective enactments that weave together the web of relations between  
species on the scale of everyday labour: When people's cultivation strategies meet the  
metabolisms of insects, cows, or microorganisms, this hinders, invigorates, confines, and 
encourages plant growth. As I describe these webs of minor gestures, I specifically draw out  
two dynamics. Firstly, the ways in which people intervene into interactions between 
companion species and try to direct them towards supporting tea plant productivity. Here, 
minor gestures are no longer merely non-intentional more-than-human actions, because  
people purposefully trigger them. Secondly, I emphasise how togetherness is structured by 
unequal labour relations. Attending to the interactions between the new companion species,  
and choreographing them in the correct way, are unpaid extra tasks for the workers and  
supervisors. They are cultivating an alternative model of tea growing to benefit their  
companion species, but themselves remain stuck in exploitative structures. Here, minor 
gestures help to disentangle “modes of ordering” (Mol 2010: 259) between different 
imperatives: management, plant growth, companion species' interactions, and the workers'  
interventions, by which they seek to improve their situation.
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Pest
According to Eben Kirksey, “pests” are companion species who “enjoyed the ancillary  
benefits of living in worlds designed with the well-being of others in mind” (2012: 27). Tea  
plantations were originally designed not so much for the well-being of tea plants, but rather 
for their productivity. Yet, thousands of hyper-productive tea plants also create a desirable 
habitat for tea-eating insects and fungi. Even pesticides cannot prevent them from sometimes  
destroying the harvest of entire plantations and even whole regions (Dey 2015). When insects 
or fungi eat tea leaves, these leaves wither, and weakened bushes can die of it. Noticing that  
some tea leaves are discoloured, because insects or fungi have been eating them, is a mundane 
aspect of everyday tea labour. This section traces these interactions between tea-eating bugs  
and fungi, tea plants, and tea growers. On the one hand, it shows how mundane interactions  
between tea plants and companion species inspire a “pest-centric rethinking” (Van Dooren  
and O'Gorman 2017: 2) amongst organic tea planters and consultants. They no longer see the 
fungus blister blight and the insects called tea mosquito bugs primarily as “pest”, but often  
even as beneficial in some way, as they find that blister blight can enhance the taste of tea,  
and tea mosquito bugs can help people track weather changes. Therefore, planters and  
consultants no longer want to kill (all of) these companion species, but keep their populations  
low by spraying organic pesticides, which stop them from increasing. To make these pest-
repelling mixtures, workers and supervisors involve many other species that were previously  
excluded from plantations. Insects, fungi, new cultivation strategies, and weakening or 
flourishing tea plants cultivate togetherness in many minor gestures. On the other hand, the  
subchapter also shows that this togetherness is contingent upon the labour of the workers and  
supervisors: they have to care for other species to ensure the well-being of tea plants, but their  
own situation remains difficult.
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Blister blight
I do not know if each brown spot I found on tea leaves all over my field sites was caused by 
the fungus blister blight, because there were many, and I am not trained to distinguish and 
identify them. If my amateur assessment is correct, I first encountered the effects of blister 
blight by photographing them with Palash. I told Palash that his boss had asked me to take  
photographs of the plantation, and that I was not quite sure what Vinod expected from me.  
Palash said that Vinod probably wanted an impartial opinion on the state of his crops, because  
he often accused Palash of exaggeration. Palash was sceptical about the efficacy of the 
organic techniques which his boss orders him to implement. 36 I told Palash that I would like to 
hear his opinion anyway, and he suggested that he show me around the garden. On a Sunday, 
his only day off, we walked east of the factory, past the labour lines, into the deserted tea  
fields. Several times, Palash pointed out brown, yellow, or black spots amidst the monotonous  
36 Palash was very much in favour of organic agriculture per se, but disagreed with the particular way 
Vinod and Anand implement it on the Anini plantation, as I show below.
Illustration 7: Sketch of blister blight relations. Source: Author's fieldnotes.
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green leaves, by which he seemed alarmed. “It is a pest”, he explained. The brown spots  
indicate that other creatures were feeding on the plants, most likely an insect or a fungus.  
They affect the young shoots – the most profitable part of the tea plant. Palash told me that  
they would spread and destroy the tea plants if nobody intervened soon, and urged me to take 
photographs of the spotted leaves to show them to Vinod. Then, Palash plucked a couple of  
them and squashed them between his fingers. I later learned that in the factory, under the  
supervision of Palash and his father, the workers sometimes sort out the spotted, diseased  
leaves from the healthy, evenly green leaves, which is a tedious process.
Weeks later, planter Vinod zoomed in on my photographs. We were sitting in his  
office, reflecting on my experiences on his plantation. I scrolled down the file, pointed out the  
brown spots, and explained how much Palash had worried about them. Vinod enlarged them  
on the screen and looked intently at each of them. He told me that they might have been  
caused by a variety of different species, but he did not know exactly which one. He asked me: 
“Were there many?” I listed the sections that I had seen affected. Seeming relieved, he said:  
“No problem.” In our conversation, and in his documents on organic “pest” management (as I  
show below), Vinod did not describe insects and fungi as threats. He explained that even  
though they no longer sprayed pesticides, insects or fungi did not really proliferate more than  
they had before. They sometimes affected a part of the plantation, then disappeared again, and  
showed up in another part. 
A couple of weeks later, I re-encountered the brown spotted leaves on the Valley  
plantation. This time, it was Nayan who showed me around. For him, giving tours was a job,  
not a Sunday activity. Nayan's tours took around two hours and always meandered along the  
same route through the expansive tea fields, showing their most beautiful vistas to tourists.  
When I pointed out the brown spots and asked what they are, I feared I might spoil his official 
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display to the other tourists (Australian students of sustainable development). I expected 
Nayan to react alarmed, as Palash had done. Nayan plucked the spotted leaf, fumbled it with  
his fingers, then said: “It is a pest, but it is not a problem. It makes the tea taste of cardamom.”
When I later asked planter Swaroop what exactly caused the cardamom flavour his  
employee had praised, he said that it is probably blister blight. Blister blight (Exobasidium 
vexans), a parasitic fungus, is a common pest for South Asian tea and is responsible for major 
loss and deterioration of yield (Sowndhararajan et al 2013; Han et al 2018). Among the 
earliest companion species of tea plants that people identified as “pests”, blister blight was 
first recorded in Assam in 1868 (Dey 2015), at a time when the colonial industry had just  
become lucrative, and continued to spread until it appeared in Darjeeling in 1908, and in  
Japan in 1920 (Arulpragasam 1992). Tea planters had not known it before, and were puzzled  
about how quickly it reached faraway places (Dey 2015). It is an obligate parasite, so its 
entire life cycle is dependent on its host, and it has no alternative host but varieties of the tea  
plant. High density planting and frequent plucking narrows the distribution of leaves on tea 
bushes, which accelerates the spread of the fungus (Ponmurugan et al 2019). In eleven to 
twenty-eight days, blister blight completes its growth on the tea plant, which directly affects  
mostly stems and tender leaves, the most useful parts for tea production (Sowndhararajan et  
al 2013). Palash's alarmed reaction to the spotted leaves is similar to how the fungus is 
addressed in scientific literature, which is mostly concerned with efficient ways of eradicating 
it, usually through various chemical fungicides. Counteracting blister blight has been an 
integral part of growing tea in India since the beginning of the industry, but Nayan and  
Swaroop choose not to react against it, and to appreciate its taste instead. Like Vinod,  
Swaroop and Nayan did not attribute great losses to pest. Although it diminished the crop and  
weakened the plants, it also created the subtle taste of cardamom, which Swaroop and Nayan,  
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too, appreciated. Swaroop said that it goes nicely with the muscatel, the taste typically  
attributed to Darjeeling tea, which is already slightly spicy. He also explained that the 
cardamom taste is specific to organic plantations, and thus distinguishes organic tea from 
conventional tea. He expressed the wish that pickers should look out more attentively for  
blister blight affected leaves, in order to include larger quantities of them in the finished  
product, but lamented that pickers did not do this diligently enough. For Swaroop, the subtle  
variations of taste, which emerge from the tea plants' encounter with blister blight, are a  
marketable distinction. In allowing blister blight to affect tea plants, he purposefully uses its  
capacity to influence tea taste. Interactions between fungal metabolisms and phytochemistry  
in the tea leaves improve the production of speciality tea.37
Spotted, spicy-tasting leaves are minor gestures that emerge from people, plants, and  
blister blight coming together. Involuntarily, their actions intersect and depend on each other.  
Large numbers of tea plants enable the fungus population to increase. Then, the 
phytochemical reaction which blister creates on tea leaves discolours the leaves, changes their 
taste, and requires people to react. On organic plantations, the encounter between “pest” and 
plant does not prompt people to kill the “pest”, but it supports their “pest-centric rethinking”.  
Encountering the encounter between fungus and plant, people change conventional strategies.  
Vinod recognises spotted leaves as part of the vibrant exchanges that circumvent his  
management all the time. Swaroop and Nayan value the taste of cardamom which tea plants  
produce together with the fungus. All of them change their interpretations of the interactions 
between tea plants and fungus.
Yet this minor improvement is difficult to integrate into the daily routines of tea 
production. First of all, pluckers usually need to work at a speed that does not allow them to 
37 Blister blight's influence on the terroir of tea might be similar to the way that Botrytis cinerea affects the 
taste of wine. In particular climatic conditions, this fungus makes grapes taste pleasantly sweet.
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search out blight-enhanced leaves. Whether such leaves make it into their baskets or not is  
owed to coincidence. The same issue occurs in the factory: the workers do not have time to  
sort out blight-enhanced leaves from the freshly delivered batches – and even apart from time  
issues, workers might not always be motivated to engage in this potentially tedious process.  
Again, they are not rewarded for extra tasks like this, and they don't benefit from the  
additional value these create. Thus, it is not only uncertain whether or not blister blight affects  
tea plants in the right places, at the right time, and in the right amount of intensity, but it is 
also uncertain whether or not the workers follow the instruction to pluck and process blight-
enhanced leaves. The utilisation of blister blight is not a precise technique, but subject to 
complex and uncertain conditions, both human and nonhuman.
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Illustration 8: Spotted tea leaves on the Anini plantation. Source: Author's own photographs.
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Tea mosquito bugs
    
Over the last decade, both Vinod and Swaroop have observed more and more tea mosquito 
bugs (Helopeltis theivora) on their plantations, and this rapid increase worries them. It was  
not so much the tea mosquito bugs themselves, but rather the erratic monsoons, higher  
rainfalls, and extreme temperatures that made their spread possible which alarmed them. This  
phenomenon is discussed more widely among Indian tea growers, and it is also a concern for 
tea research institutes.38 Like in the case of blister blight, plantations themselves create ideal  
conditions for tea mosquito bugs to spread, because they rely on eating tea plants in all of 
their life stages. Nymphs and adults suck sap from tender stems, leaves, and buds, which  
makes the plant parts curl, dry up, and blacken. The eggs crack and callus the stems until  
dieback. Then, sometimes, the whole bush stunts. As colonial planters reported already in the 
19th century, the tea bug can cause losses up to 100% of the crop (Dey 2015). It was once 
satisfactorily curtailed with the use of DDT, but, after its ban, other pesticides generally fail to  
38 “Higher rainfall, humidity and temperature have all been linked to faster bug population growth and an 
increase in attacks on the leaves of tea. Likewise, more rainy days in North Eastern India seem to allow 
the bugs to extend their attacks much later into the growing season.” (Reay 2019: 39). 
Illustration 9: Sketch of tea mosquito bug relations. Source: Author's fieldnotes.
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be effective as the bugs adapted to them (Roy et al 2015). Therefore, synthetic chemical 
insecticides are used in rotation, even though this causes high levels of toxic residues in tea  
leaves (ibid.).
Instead of spraying insecticides, both Vinod and Swaroop instructed their staff to  
photograph the spread of tea mosquito bugs, in order to keep track of it. Arnab Dey states that 
the British planters, unable to do anything against the bug, also resorted to tracking its spread. 
He prints a map of a tea estate from 1908 on which the “parts badly attacked” and the “parts  
absolutely black” are marked (2015: 548). Similarly, on his computer, Vinod saves the 
photographs of tea mosquito bugs that Palash and others take on the Anini plantation and send  
them to him on WhatsApp, as well as photographs of the damage the bugs cause. Locating the  
photographs on a map of the plantation gives him an overview of which areas are affected,  
and how badly. He can then instruct his workers exactly where they should apply the organic  
pesticides (which I explain below). Supervisors continue to send Vinod photographs, so that 
he can track if the bugs spread further or decline in numbers. The Valley plantation is too 
large to be documented in such detail, but supervisors still take photographs of the sections 
which they find badly affected, and consult these pictures for better overview. Thus, 
photographs can help people to assess the state of the bug population, to know if there are 
many eggs and nymphs. This situated approach differs from conventional plantations, where  
pesticides are often just sprayed over the entire tea fields, whether an area is affected or not.
In the context of the recent climatic changes, photographing tea mosquito bugs takes  
on an additional significance: it does not just map the spread of pest, but also some of the  
evolving weather patterns that facilitate it. Consequently, planters can better adapt their 
plantations to these new circumstances. Assamese plantations are often troubled by stronger  
monsoons, which lead to waterlogging, a favourable growing condition for tea mosquito bugs.  
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Where tea mosquito bugs are abundant on the map, Vinod knows that the area holds too much  
water, and instructs his workers to deepen the ditches for additional drainage, or to dig new 
ones. In Darjeeling, Swaroop plants out different tea clone types in the badly affected areas –  
not those that are specifically bred with a resistance against the bug, but those that can tolerate  
extreme weather. Photographing and mapping tea mosquito bugs rather than killing them 
allows organic growers to connect to some of the ecological dynamics that envelop their  
plantations. They can neither wipe out tea mosquito bugs nor control the weather, but they can 
reposition themselves and their plants in a way that allows co-existence, and maybe even  
thriving, in uncomfortable situations. By changing normative agrarian landscapes, “pests” 
“demand response” (Van Dooren and O'Gorman 2017: 2), but these responses don't always 
have to be lethal, and they can also be good for business. 
Again, here, the actions which organic planters decide to take in relation to the bug-
plant encounter influence the interactions between all of the companion species. Planters  
explore what tea mosquito bugs can do apart from eating tea plants. As a result, tea mosquito 
bugs do not just eat tea plants, but they also support tea plants survive adverse weather  
conditions. When the planters track on which tea plants the tea mosquito bugs feed, they can  
protect these plants not just from tea mosquito bugs, but also from waterlogging. The  
intertwining of these actions forms a web of minor gestures that at once threaten and replenish  
tea production. Interpreting the minor gestures between tea mosquito bugs and tea plants  
differently can benefit tea cultivation.
Organic pest control
Faced with the rapid increase of tea mosquito bugs, Vinod asked consultant Anand to devise a  
“fertilizer cum growth promoter” that both repels tea mosquito bugs and strengthens the  
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plants to sustain them. As I explained earlier, Anand uses the Vrikshayurvedic methods of the  
Asian Agri-History Foundation, which publishes and tests agricultural knowledge from 
ancient texts, and also builds strongly on improvisation and experimentation with these  
recipes. Anand explored which materials grew in the vicinity of the Anini plantation and could 
be harvested regularly by the workers. After some trial and error, he came up with the  
following recipe, which Vinod forwarded to me via email. I put my own annotations in square  
brackets to add to the translation of local plant names:
“1. Belongini 50 kgs [Diplazium esculentum, vegetable fern]
2. Karange 50 kgs [Millettia pinnata, tree from the pea family]
3. Halodhi, 10 kgs [Curcuma longa, turmeric]
4. Dighloti (Litsea salicifolia), a plant with long leaf), 50 kgs [a variety of laurel]
5. Makhioto (Flemingia strobilifera), a plant with flower like soft plastic butterfly) 50 kgs 
[wild hops]
6. Copper Wire – 4 kgs 7. Cow Urine – Local Cows only. 400 ltrs
8. Cow Dung – Local Cows only. 40 kgs
9. Empty steel barrels (200 ltrs capacity) – 10 Nos.
10. Fire wood dried”
(quote from author's correspondence with Vinod)
Mixed together, plants, copper, and cow excrements are cooked in the steel barrels, strained,  
and sprayed onto the plants. Similarly, Anand also prepares a version of “kunapajala”, a 
Vrikshayurvedic recipe based on animal carcasses, by fermenting locally caught fish or rats in  
cow urine and distributing the strained liquids all over the tea fields. Both of these mixtures 
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are supposed to make tea leaves less habitable for insects and fungi. A complementary method  
to deter insects is the installation of bat boxes and bird houses on the shade trees. When bats 
and birds nest above the tea bushes, they eat large amounts of tea mosquito bugs, red spider  
mites, thrips, and tea aphis, the most common tea-eating insects. In combination, repellant  
mixtures and bird/bat guardians keep the fields relatively free of undesirable tea eaters. Vinod  
praises the efficiency of this pest control system, he even offers consultancy to other  
Assamese tea growers, and was once commissioned by the Tea Board of India to teach these  
cheap methods to small scale growers. On his private social media accounts, Vinod often  
posts “before and after” photographs of other plantations which had successfully implemented  
his techniques, illustrating how withered bushes turn lush.
In order to influence the encounter between tea mosquito bugs and tea plants,  
Vrikshayurvedic recipes involve different companion species in a highly specific way.  
Repelling tea mosquito bugs also means making contact with a number of other companion  
species: catching fish, foraging fern, laurel, and hops, collecting cow dung and urine, hosting  
birds and bats. For some of these species, being useful to tea plants in this way means that 
they are now allowed to grow on and around the plantations more strongly, without being 
weeded out by workers. For tea mosquito bugs, their “pest” status changes as they become  
initiators of new connections between tea plants, people, and other companion species. 
Instead of killing the one species that kills tea plants, people mobilise many others to support,  
protect, and nourish their plants. Daniel Münster calls these dynamics “togetherness”, which  
he sees as a central aspect of many alternative agriculture projects (2017). Togetherness is 
composed of many minor gestures, as each of the plants, animals, and materials used for the  
concoction gives particular chemicals to tea plants. Taken together, these minor gestures  
improve plant health, and diversify the plantation's species composition and its biochemical  
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surroundings. Tea mosquito bugs are no longer clear antagonists: they are not transformed 
into benefactors either, but they become one of many interlocutors. Togetherness becomes a 
cultivation strategy for monocultures.
Not all workers are willing to involve themselves in this togetherness. Palash remains  
sceptical towards the “rationality” of it, as he put it. He particularly dislikes the religious  
elements of Anand's organic ideas, which I outline in the following subchapter on soil care.  
For Anand, Vrikshayurvedic methods do not just influence the ecological relations of tea 
plants, but also their spiritual power, and Palash does not find this approach “helpful” for tea  
production. More than that, Palash feels disgusted by the slimy, bubbly, smelly mixtures of 
fermenting meat and excrements. He said that some of the workers share this repulsion, but  
that he is the only one who speaks up against it. Since Anand disapproves of Palash's 
criticism, he does not let him join the preparation of the manures. Instead, Anand works  
mostly with a group of younger male workers. Palash said that these men look up to Anand 
and believe in what he says, whereas he does not. Palash also found that the workers who 
associate closely with Anand sometimes oppose Palash's instructions, playing on the fact that  
the “uninitiated” supervisor relies on their input. For these workers, following Anand's 
Vrikshayurvedic practices is also a negotiation of power.
Yet unlike for tea plants and their companion species, togetherness does not improve  
the situation for the workers, even those who approve of Anand's practices. Certainly, many 
stressed that they are glad to avoid the health consequences of “conventional” pesticides.  
However, organic pest control is an extra task that puts a strain on Anini's understaffed and  
overworked employees. It involves detailed plant observation, gathering expeditions, cow  
care, building and hanging up bird houses and bat boxes, pungent smells, and longer work  
hours. Like many other tasks, employees are often only able to implement it partially and  
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occasionally, as I explain more closely in the following subchapter on soil care. Interspecies  
collaboration is central to the planters' and consultants' “ontological politics”, who think  
“symbiotically” about ecological interactions and aim to enhance these symbioses as a  
business strategy (Münster 2018: 751). Yet, not only is this way of relating to nonhumans not 
accessible to all of their employees, it is also hardly put into practice by any of them. 
Togetherness fosters interactions that make organic plantations more diverse for nonhumans,  
but they do so from a fundamentally unequal setting amongst humans. Based on strict 
plantation hierarchies and produced by precarious labour, togetherness is an uneven process.
Illustration 10: Kunapajala. Source: Vinod, with permission.
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Soil
Intensive tea monocultures degrade the soil, which is often resolved through spraying 
fertilisers, even though this further impoverishes microorganisms in the soil (Bishnu et al 
2008, 2009; Senapati et al 2002). Organic tea planters and consultants seek to cultivate soil  
differently: through encouraging the companionship of tea plants with soil microorganisms  
that provide plant roots with nutrients. Planters and consultants aim to cultivate  
microorganisms with cow dung, for which the workers are required to keep cows. Therefore, 
soil care is another example for how organic tea planters and consultants want to create a  
productive togetherness of different species – and for how their employees often cannot cope  
with the additional workload.
Maria Puig de la Bellacasa argues that contemporary soil ecology “attempts to engage 
with soil as a living community rather than a receptacle for crops” (2015: 1). She identifies  
these particular forms of soil care as “alternative ontologies” that aim at “maintaining and 
fostering interdependent human-soil relations” (ibid.: 17) and contrasts them with “contexts of 
Illustration 11: Sketch of soil-cow relations. Source: Author's fieldnotes.
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managerial control” (ibid.: 18) that monitor soils in order to increase agricultural production.  
However, on organic tea plantations, conceptions of “living soil” (ibid.: 11) go hand in hand 
with productionist aspirations, as planters and consultants try to efficiently manage tea 
production by cultivating mutually supportive interspecies relations. Their “microbiopolitics”, 
that is, their way of evaluating and directing “appropriate human behaviors vis-à-vis 
microorganisms” (Paxson 2008: 17), is oriented around the nutrient requirements of tea  
plants. Contrary to Maria Puig de la Bellacasa's account, on organic tea plantations, it is not  
productionist concern that “cuts the possibility of developing relations of care” (2015: 10), but 
labour conflicts. As I already mentioned, workers and supervisors do not unequivocally 
support alternative organic ontologies themselves, and they often find it difficult to provide  
care for nonhumans. The planters' and consultants' focus on soil care factors out the situation  
of their employees.
This subchapter examines how beneficial, “generous” (Münster 2017: 32) companion 
species are integrated in organic plantations. I argue that the dynamics between  
microorganisms, tea plants, cows, and people cultivate a speculative, uneven togetherness. 
People try to choreograph the interactions between microorganisms, cows, and tea plants to 
boost productivity. To do this, they need to negotiate the invisibility of microorganisms, the  
assumed spiritual effects of cows, and the capacities of workers. Firstly, I outline the central 
but elusive role of soil microorganisms in organic tea growing. Secondly, I show how people  
cultivate microorganisms through cows, and merge biological relations and spiritual beliefs.  




Microbiologists link the declining crop productivity of Indian tea growing regions to a loss of 
soil quality, caused by pesticide residue (Bishnu et al 2008, 2009; Senapati et al 2002). A soil 
study across the Darjeeling region states that such residues “exerted a strong negative impact 
on microbiological and biochemical parameters, which are important attributes of soil  
quality”, but that organic tea cultivation improves soil quality over time (Bishnu et al 2009: 
697). Soil quality refers mostly to the root-associated microbiome, the so-called rhizobiome –  
“a dizzying diversity of bacteria, viruses, and fungi that live in, on, and around plant roots in  
the soil” (de Vrieze 2015: 681) and which have been shown to make nutrients and minerals  
available to tea plants, stimulate vegetal immune systems, and regulate stress responses 
(Mishra et al 2014; Zhao et al 2016). For instance, the so‐called mycorrhiza helper bacteria 
form symbiotic associations with the root fungi of plants and thereby provide nutrients for  
both (Frey‐Klett et al 2007), and they can also protect tea plants against the diseases  brown 
root rot and charcoal stump rot, which appear frequently under plantation conditions (Mishra 
et al 2014). The more diverse the rhizobiome, the fewer plant diseases and the higher the  
yields.
Like microbiologists, the organic planters and consultants I met have a strong notion  
of such “living soils” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2015:  11), and they continuously innovate 
techniques to nourish, activate, and propagate useful microorganisms. In doing so, they are  
“rethinking soil as a living, interdependent community” (Münster 2017: 32), and foster  
“microbial abundance” (ibid.: 27). On the Valley plantation, frequent signs between tea rows  
inform passersby that “healthy soil is healthy mankind”. On their website, it says: “We believe 
that all positive impulses on this planet emanate from the soil, and it's the ground where we 
are deeply rooted”. In order to cultivate soils, The Valley plantation produces bio-dynamic  
preparations, the Anini plantation prefers Vrikshayurvedic mixtures, and small-scale planter  
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Raju modifies his own versions of bio-dynamic recipes according to how he found it best 
supports his fields' specific rhizobiome. In regards to their contents, as I explain below, these 
concoctions are all quite similar. In the previous chapters, I have already explained the 
planters' and consultants' attention to soil in view of taste and clone performance: soil quality 
is central to the most crucial elements of tea production. On organic plantations, efficient  
rhizobiomes become important collaborators, as “microbial abundance” nourishes tea  
monocultures. The “interdependent community” of microorganisms and tea plants is guided  
by market requirements and geared towards profit. 
However, the cultivation of an abundant rhizobiome is complicated by its intangibility.  
The planters and consultants who administer soil care cannot know microorganisms as 
separate entities. They cannot directly manage the microbiological interactions of the roots of  
tea plants that occur underground; these life forms remain imperceptible in practice. I saw  
how consultant Anand and planter Raju assess soil by poking their fingers into it and feeling 
its texture. According to them, it should ideally be moist, clumpy, and dark, but they can  
neither see, feel nor precisely influence microbial activity: they can only guess and hope. Raju  
explained that the planters on the neighbouring plantations are quite sure about which  
nutrients their plants receive, because they spray them onto their plants with fertilisers in  
quantified doses, whilst he himself can never know what exactly is happening underground.  
He quoted the truism that “one teaspoon of soil contains more living organisms than there are  
people in the world”. When Swaroop and Vinod talked about microorganisms, they also did  
so in general terms and never mentioned any organism in particular. Although 
microorganisms are so central to organic tea cultivation, people cannot engage with them as 
directly as they do with tea mosquito bugs or fungi. Soil care means speculative engagement  
with invisible minor gestures; it creates a speculative togetherness. Microorganisms require 
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people to abandon their “projects of rule” (Besky and Padwe 2016: 10) over companion 
species, and surrender to interspecies dynamics which are almost entirely out of their reach.  
Organic soil care integrates such experimental and improvisational elements into the 
repertoire of tea plantations. It complements the technoscientific processes of cloning and the 
standardising efforts of tasting.
Cows 
Organic tea planters and consultants cultivate microorganisms mainly by “feeding” them cow 
excrements, which is a more tangible companionship. Therefore, when they talk about soil  
care, they talk about cows rather than microorganisms. Organic tea growers collaborate with  
cows because they need a mediator to influence the exchanges between soil microorganisms  
and tea plants. Cow dung is a cheap and efficient organic manure; it nurtures soil  
microorganisms so that they nurture tea plants in turn. As Daniel Münster puts it, people  
harness the cows' “metabolic capacity for eating plants, ruminating and digesting those plants  
within the ecosystem of its guts, and its generous supply of an ocean of beneficial  
microorganisms through its dung” (2017: 32). He therefore argues that relationships between  
farmers and cows are at the centre of alternative agrarian movements in India, such as the  
Zero Budget Natural Farming movement he studied in Kerala. Organic tea plantations are  
allied to these movements: they share their ideas and practices. In order to use cow dung as  
manure, tea growers add cows to the repertoire of togetherness. Connecting cows, soil, and  
roots requires people to rework daily labour significantly.
Besides the organic pesticides I outlined above, Anand produces “panchagavya” 
(literally “five of the cow”) from cow dung, urine, milk, curd, and ghee. 39 Anand finds that 
39 The Indian Ministry of Health and Family Welfare promotes research into panchagavya and other cow-
based products. Institutions like the Gau Vigyan Anusandhan Kendra, literally the cow-science research 
centre, are entirely dedicated to this cause. Such efforts are often connected to Hindu nationalist 
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this mixture thoroughly nurtures the soil and calls it one of the most important organic 
practices on the Anini plantation. Together with his personal team of entrusted workers, he  
prepares the mixture in bulk during his visits. It is then stored in large barrels underground to 
ferment, and regularly sprayed onto the fields. Dung, urine, and milk are taken from the 
plantation's own herd of circa ten cows and one bull. Additional milk, as well as curd and  
ghee, are bought from local shops. The production of panchagavya requires workers to engage 
in a complex web of interspecies relations: they need to care for the cows so that these can  
care for soil microorganisms, which, in turn, care for tea plants. Although this chain of minor  
gestures is the reason why Anand acquired cows in the first place, he does not highlight it as  
such. Instead, he outlines at length the spiritual benefits of cows, whom he recognises as holy  
animals, and to whom he attributes religious significance. A Brahmin, he has never touched 
any of the Adivasi workers, and has never eaten any of the food they prepare, but he does  
touch the cows, and he drinks their milk. For Anand, the mere presence of cows on the  
plantation already benefits tea production, even before their impact on soil chemistry. He  
portrays the interactions between cows, microorganisms, and plants not just as biological, but  
also as spiritual relationships. Or rather, in his rendering, the biological and the spiritual  
merge.
For Raju, cows are also more than just utilitarian. At first sight, it becomes obvious  
that his relationship with them is affectionate. Every morning, he massages his three cows  
with a stone. He said that if he forgets to do this, they nudge him until he remembers. The  
cows are allowed to roam freely around the plantations and the village, but often came over to  
where we were standing, and Raju casually stroked them as he was talking to me. He told me 
that he had not originally planned on having cows, but when he acquired them in order to  
produce his own manure, he started liking them very much. Indeed, he became so fascinated  
movements.
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with them that he sometimes visits native cow conventions in Bengaluru. He regards the  
benefits of cows so highly that he plans to organise a couple of “community cows”, so that  
they can fertilise the whole village grounds and more people are able to prepare bio-dynamic  
preparations from their dung. Apart from his personal affection, Raju's fascination with cows  
is also inspired by his study of bio-dynamic agriculture. The biodynamic preparation 
“BD500” is produced by fermenting cow dung in a cow horn underground for four months.40 
When the ferment is ready, it is mixed with water and stirred in a vortex (a swirling motion)  
for an hour before it is sprayed onto the crop as manure. The vortex, Raju explained, is a  
“cosmic spiral movement”, and it brings cosmic rhythms into his cultivation. Raju noticed 
that the “calving rings” at the base of a cow's horn already form a kind of vortex. He  
explained to me that this powerful structure, which is engrained into cows' bodies, is a little-
known reason for why cows are holy. In the spiral pattern of their horns, they carry the  
signature of cosmic energy, he said. The website of the Bio-Dynamic Association of India  
further elaborates on the significance of the vortex: 
“When you stir BD500 into water you create life-giving vortices and a pulsing effect. After  
stirring for about 30 minutes, you may notice that the water becomes more slippery and  
viscous and easier to stir. The water has become enlivened by a similar process to that of the  
growing plant, the rhythm of the expansion to leaf and contraction to seed. In this process you  
have increased the oxygen content of the water. At the same time, you have introduced the  
cosmic forces that enable the water to become a dynamic carrier of the life energy of the  
BD500 as it is spread over the land.” (https://www.biodynamics.in/stir.htm, accessed 
22.2.2018)
40  Of course, Raju does not use his own cows' horns, and I don't know where he acquired them.
151
Raju finds that cows do not just nurture microorganisms: they are also able to establish a  
connection with “cosmic forces”. The cow dung vortex connects “life energy” to tea plants. In  
a different way than Anand, Raju also attributes both biological and spiritual powers to the 
companionship of cows, microorganisms, and tea plants. Both of their soil care practices  
speculate on how to bring together these companion species in a way that is both biologically 
and spiritually effective. When cows, soil microorganisms, and plant roots exchange  
chemicals, they do not just create togetherness amongst companion species, but they are also  
supposed to include cosmic forces in it.
Illustration 12: Cows walk through Raju's tea fields. Source: Author's own photograph.
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Organic care
The togetherness of tea plants, companion species, and people is structured through unequal 
labour organisations. Plantation management can only influence other species through 
directing tea workers. On the one hand, companion species create extra work for tea workers.  
The workers' care for cows, just like other additional tasks, is unpaid, and they have to do it in 
their spare time. On the Anini plantation, women milk the cows in the mornings, and children 
rummage around to find and collect their dung in the evening. The cows roam around freely 
on the plantation, and I often found them on the broader paths of the tea fields. Sometimes,  
the men have to herd them away from tea seedlings, so that they do not trample them. On the  
other hand, companion species management can also fail, because the workers do not comply  
with the planters' directions. Workers are not always diligent about organic extra tasks, and  
this loosens the influence the management can exert on other species. The additional tasks of 
cow care are simultaneously necessities and hindrances to soil care.
“They have become too rich to care” was planter Swaroop's explanation for why his  
employees are no longer keeping cows. A couple of years ago, he proposed to buy dung from 
his workers if they invested in cows, so that the plantation could be self-sufficient in manure.41 
He called this ambition “cow culture”, but I could not find a single family who still kept cows. 
Deepa's family sold their cow years ago. Deepa explained that shortly after they had acquired  
it, the village's water supply broke down. She had to walk down to a stream for half an hour 
every day for a couple of months to fetch water in canisters. There was neither time nor 
energy left for the cow, so the family sold it. Deepa said she wished that the management had  
repaired the water supply instead of substituting cows. She also said that she had liked the  
41 It had also been Swaroop's initiative to supply cow owners with a bio-gas cooker, so that they could 
burn the excess dung and no longer rely on fossil fuels. He expressed the hope that this could reduce the 
output of fossil fuels on tea plantations. However, the amount of fossil fuels used in the factory 
production of tea (still run by machines from the mid-19th century), is far higher than the workers' 
domestic consumption. Sarah Besky points out that “Coal is the primary input in Darjeeling tea 
production, and it takes three kilograms of coal to process one kilogram of tea” (2010: 116) 
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cows, just as she enjoyed keeping a pig, but she could eat the pig at some point, whereas she  
could only sell the cow's dung for a small price. Different to Anand and Raju, she did not  
emphasise the soil-enhancing qualities of cow dung, nor other spiritual benefits. Deepa knows  
that cow dung is important for organic tea cultivation, but she was not in a position to provide  
it. When Swaroop noted disappointedly that his employees had become “too rich to care” for  
cows, he also implied that they had become “too rich to care” for the soil. Deepa's point of  
view, however, expressed quite the contrary: she could neither afford to keep cows nor to care  
for the soil on top of caring for tea plants. The “beneficial” relationships between cows, soil, 
and tea roots are sometimes too difficult to obtain, because of the heavy workload they  
require. Her husband Nayan outwardly criticised Swaroop for demands such as keeping cows.  
An active union member, Nayan found that Swaroop should care more for his workers than 
for their cows. 
While I often saw people spraying manure on the Valley plantation, I never saw 
anyone do it on the Anini plantation after Anand had left. Even though planter Vinod  
contended that the workers should spray it every day, consultant Ramu said that they do not  
do it very often, and supervisor Palash said that they almost never do it. For Vinod, the 
manure was very important: he even uploaded a video of it to his Facebook page. However,  
because he rarely visited, he did not know that his staff by no means prioritised manure. 
Spraying manure is probably one of the tasks which supervisors and workers have to defer  
because they are understaffed. It could also be that they purposefully neglect these tasks. The  
workers do not always share Anand's fondness for cows. Palash said that most of the staff  
found Anand's long monologues about cows “annoying”, and that he also doubted his concept 
was true. Apparently, the workers secretly mocked Anand and exchanged glances amongst  
each other when he ordered them to do something they found strange or unnecessary. Palash 
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was in favour of “more rational” cultivation methods, as he put it. He also said that he found it  
disgusting to collect cow excrements and to mix the smelly manure.
Workers also undermine soil care in another, less direct way: litter and even larger 
trash dumps are found in remote parts of the plantations, swelling between the tea bushes. As  
I strolled through these places, I often found myself in the midst of discarded television sets,  
broken furniture, or unidentifiable heaps of tatters and shards. Nayan told me that some of 
these materials (plastic, aluminium, or other heavy metals) leap into the soil, which is frowned 
upon by organic certification companies. The planters place prohibition signs all over the  
plantation, reminding passers-by to “care for the soil” and refrain from littering it, but Nayan  
said that the amount of littering has not changed.
Workers have to care for tea plants by caring for cows and soil microorganisms, but, 
sometimes, they cannot care anymore. They sell their cows; they neglect feeding  
microorganisms. These actions are part of the strategies through which workers cope with the  
extra work that the cultivation of minor gestures brings them, as I showed in chapter 1.  
Planters seek to interpret the minor gestures between companion species positively and 
cultivate tea together with them. Yet, although the workers are supposed to create these  
mutually beneficial relations between companion species, they themselves are not receiving  
any benefits from them. The “generosity” (Münster 2017: 32) of companion species towards 
each other needs to be activated by the workers, but the workers cannot always play their part.  
The many small interactions to which they are required to attend can become too much work  




Proliferating “pests” with a migration history are called “invasive species”: they were  
introduced into a territory by humans and can spread in a way that threatens the existence of  
other species that had been there before them (Mooney and Cleland 2001). Such “biotic  
exchanges” can disturb the distribution of “native species” and even sometimes lead to their  
extinction (ibid.). Among the “100 of the world's worst invasive alien species” selected by the 
Global Invasive Species Database (Lowe et al 2000) is the flowering bush Lantana camara, 
which threatens not just a variety of local ecosystems on the Indian subcontinent, but also tea  
plantations. Unlike other usually unwanted species, organic tea planters and consultants do 
not attribute any benefit to lantana plants in their rethinking of companion species. In order to  
care for tea plants, planters want to restrict restrict lantana, and lantana “invades” when the  
workers no longer care for tea plants. Planters do not include lantana in organic togetherness,  
and lantana sometimes disrupts togetherness. This section sketches these movements between  
lantana, tea plants, and people. Firstly, I explain how lantana and tea plants are entangled both  
historically and in daily practices. Secondly, I describe the strategies which organic  
Illustration 13: Sketch of lantana relations. Source: Author's fieldnotes.
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practitioners develop against lantana. Thirdly, I look at the effects of lantana overgrowing  
Darjeeling's tea fields after the strike.
Fighting lantana
Lantana is the only plant that Raju despises. As he herded his cows to their small pasture right  
behind his tea field, we (Raju, I, and the three cows) waded through a dense thicket of woody 
bushes that were flowering in bright yellow and pink. When I asked about this plant, he said: 
“Lantana goes rampant. The Britishers brought it, and we cannot get rid of it.” As he was  
explaining this to me, he absent-mindedly tore off single lantana twigs and threw them to the  
ground. Raju was the first person to tell me the story of lantana, which I later heard many  
more times. Raju lamented that lantana spread quickly and choked every other plant in its  
wake, whilst being completely useless. Neither his cows nor any other animals ate it. He and 
other tea planters from his village regularly tried to get rid of it by consistent weeding, but  
without success. Lantana played an important role in Raju's ideas about ecology. He said that 
although he had lived in the Nilgiri mountains for most of his life, he has never really seen the  
shola forests and grasslands – the original montane vegetation of the region. He said that it  
now only exists in nature reserves, whilst most other places had either been turned into tea  
plantations, or else are swallowed up by lantana. After Raju had made me aware of it, I  
noticed lantana almost everywhere.
“Plant hunting” for exotic specimen was a lucrative business for voyaging European  
merchants long before the East India Company's conquest of India. These journeys moved 
plants around the globe, changing not just the trajectories of trade, but also those of vegetal 
growth (Axelby 2008; Mueggler 2011; Herbert 2012; Baber 2016). Amongst these priced 
species was lantana, a small perennial shrub originally from tropical America (Kohli et al 
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2006). From the mid- to late 17th century, it became a popular garden ornamental in Europe  
and, as such, was first introduced to the Royal Botanic Garden in Kolkata in 1809 (Hiremath  
and Sunradam 2013). From there, lantana was planted in private gardens of the colonial  
personnel, and soon left the controlled surroundings. Early reports of lantana spreading 
uncontrolled on the subcontinent date back to the late 19th century. Already, the movement of  
the plant was described as a “rampage”: during the period from 1917 to 1931, scientists  
estimated that it had spread to up to forty-two percent of all forests in a particular South  
Indian district, and was spreading at the rate of more than two kilometres per year between 
1911 and 1930 in the Himalayan foothills (ibid.). As gardening was a popular pastime for tea 
planter families, some of these “rampages” might have also started off from there – lantana 
growing over the fences of British gardens nearby the plantations. From these early  
observations, it quickly became apparent that the plant possessed all the attributes that would  
turn into an “invasive species” (ibid.).42 Invasive species are species that do not enter many 
mutually beneficial relationships with companion species, at least not in a way that supports  
people's projects (Ogden 2018). 
Lantana is a companion species that takes more than it gives. Living near lantana is  
difficult for other plants, animals, and people: flowering and fruiting all year round, lantana  
produces more than twice as many seeds as all other woody species common to the  
subcontinent combined (Hiremath and Sundaram 2013). Lantana is not palatable to 
herbivores, and there are no common pathogens that attack it. Left untended, the plant forms 
dense thickets, in which it becomes almost impossible for other plants to establish themselves.  
Seedlings of shrubs and trees which do grow underneath it seldom reach into the sapling  
42 Similar issues around lantana “invasion” appear worldwide, most pronounced in Australia and South 
Africa (see Bhagwat et al 2012). More generally, some commentators see “native plant advocacy as part 
of a broad process of botanical decolonisation and a strategic location for ethical action in the 
Anthropocene” (Mastnak et al 2014: 363). 
158
stage. In the long-term, this alters the physiognomy of forests, and also their mammal 
demography. Where lantana grows abundantly, herbivores find fewer edible plants to forage 
and, in turn, predators find less herbivores to devour. People whose livelihoods depend on  
forest products often find that lantana adversely affects their economic activities. A number of  
ethnobotanic studies document the case of the South Indian Soliga communities, whose 
livelihoods are impeded by “land lost to lantana” (Kent and Dorward 2015: 14; Sundaram et  
al 2012, Madegowda and Rao 2014). Today, lantana-related ecosystem changes occur in a  
variety of habitats across India, from tropical forests in the South all the way up to the  
subtropical lower reaches of the Himalayas in the North. Unsurprisingly, then, almost half of  
the studies on invasive plants in India are concerned with lantana (Hiremath and Sundaram  
2013).43 
In the Central National Herbarium in Kolkata, I was told that many botanists are  
currently researching lantana, whereas much less effort is directed towards further examining  
tea plants. Lantana “overtakes” tea as a subject of scientific interest, and it also challenges tea  
plants physically. I noticed lantana all around the tea plantations I visited. It appeared  
wherever the plantation passed into the woods, on the roadside, between the workers' houses,  
on barren land, or building sites. When lantana appeared next to Raju's tea fields, he talked  
about it through the narrative of invasion. However, even though it crowds out his cows'  
pasture, lantana did not actually affect Raju's tea plants very much, because he cut it back  
when it came too close. In his case, lantana is not an actual threat, like it is for many less-
controlled areas, but Raju still regards it as such. Lantana occasionally shades out some tea  
branches and competes with some tea roots over space or soil nutrients. Also, when not cut 
43 A marker of imperial conquest, lantana has also become a driving factor of conservationist activities – 
just like “charismatic” endangered mammals, such as tigers, whose near-extinction is also often linked 
to British trophy hunting. It is often emphasised that the extinction of one is connected to the invasion 
of the other. For instance, an article in The Hindu warns that lantana could singlehandedly wipe out the 
country's megafauna if it is not curtailed soon (Brara 2013).
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early enough, lantana deposits a large number of seeds on the soil, so that it reproduces  
rapidly in the next growing season, which increases Raju's workload. Having said this, lantana 
is not nearly as threatening for tea plants as it is for plants that have no human caretaker to 
keep lantana at bay. Although the interactions between tea plants and lantana are not directly  
challenging his business, Raju is still alarmed by them. He does not include lantana in the 
togetherness he creates in his tea fields. According to Raju, even tea-eating insects are capable 
of engaging in togetherness, but lantana is not.




Lantana is not seen as an appropriate companion species for tea plants because of its rigorous  
growth. When lantana plants manage to grow near a patch of tea plants, they quickly shoot up 
higher than the trimmed bushes, and shade them out or even spread seeds in-between them.  
The latter, upon germinating, further obstruct the roots of tea plants and compete with them  
for soil nutrition until workers eventually weed them out. On conventional plantations, people 
usually spray herbicides against lantana, but, on organic plantations, people have to develop  
other strategies, because they would otherwise lose their certification. During my one-day 
visit of a Nilgiri plantation that was particularly lantana-afflicted, Kumar, the planter,  
explained how workers remove the plant manually with pruning shears. Afterwards, the  
workers' children dig out the roots from the soil. This task is never-ending, because lantana  
regrows quickly. Kumar complained that the children do not dig out the roots as diligently as  
necessary to slow down their rhizomatic spread. For Kumar, the ways in which lantana makes 
tea plants deviate from management schemes are alarming. Lantana neither seems to benefit  
tea plants nor to support other species in doing so. People cannot “convince” lantana to do tea  
plants good. At the same time, by disrupting nitrogen cycles through agro-chemicals, people 
have themselves inadvertently created ideal conditions for lantana: indeed, lantana especially  
thrives in nutrient-poor soil (Sharma et al 2010). Thus, lantana does not do tea plants good, 
but people do lantana good. For organic tea growers, who do not include lantana in the 
togetherness they want to create, living with this species means to constantly reassert both the  
borders of the plantation and the borders of togetherness, so that tea plants can thrive within.
Nevertheless, lantana does not alarm the workers too much. The workers I spoke to  
did not even know lantana by name, let alone the story of its invasion. For them, cutting back  
or digging out these plants was a routine among many, no more threatening than the growth of 
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a mundane weed. The conversations about lantana that I had with workers were unlike the 
ones from Raju or Kumar. As tea worker Sneha watched me put some lantana branches into 
my flower press, she said that she recognised the plant, but did not know its name. Still, she  
showed an interest in it, taking it into her hands, observing it, and noting its pleasant smell. I  
thought that it was probably quite rare for lantana to be treated like this, almost as if it was an 
ornamental plant, harmlessly beautiful. Even Valley's head chowkidar (watchman) did not  
know lantana's name and story, despite his reputation as a wildlife expert. Before I went to the 
chowkidar's hut specifically to ask him about lantana, I picked some of its flowers to show 
him. He had to consult his plant identification book in order to tell me the name. He, too,  
inspected the plant and then suggested to check if it has any medicinal properties. When I said  
that other people have told me that lantana is a problem for tea plantations, he denied it.  
Lantana's interactions with tea plants are “ordinary” interactions amongst many, with which  
the workers have to deal with every day.
Changing with lantana 
On the flipside, lantana can also sometimes “invade” the togetherness of organic plantations 
and turn it into a type of togetherness which planters disapprove of. After the strike in the  
summer of 2017 in Darjeeling, World Tea News wrote: “The scythe has emerged as a weapon  
of mass destruction as it is used to slash through assorted wild vegetation that is crowding out  
what were picture-postcard, manicured tea bushes” (Dutta 2017). The article includes a  
photograph of this scenery, which shows lantana plants shooting ahead of tea bushes, growing  
in-between and all over them. 
Indeed, the workers told me that right after the strike, the plantations looked like  
jungles. I had not been there to witness the immediate aftermath, and only saw photographs of  
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what the “unmanicured” plantations looked like. Even upon my return in October, large  
sections were still overgrown, whilst others had been cleared. The labour of clearing had  
taken many months, and it was still ongoing, even though some workers were again occupied  
with plucking. Nayan pointed to the ground underneath the tea bushes to show me the sheer  
mass of weeds they had been forced to remove. The otherwise neat space was covered in 
heaps of wilted plants that obstructed the path. Some sections, mostly in remote corners,  
remained overgrown and could not be traversed. 
Lantana was not the only plant that crowded out tea bushes during the strike.  
Rummaging through the piles of vegetal debris and wading through the overgrown sections, I 
also found many grasses, vetches, and ferns. However, these are not only more easily weeded  
out because they are not woody; they also do not produce as many seeds as lantana. By the  
time they were cleared away, lantana had already matured enough to spread its masses of 
seeds, so it is likely that it will become much more numerous in the coming years. A botanist I 
talked to at the National Botanical Survey in Kolkata speculated that the strike could effect  
significant changes to the species distribution (see also Sundaram et al 2012). Due to the 
possible proliferation of lantana, the strike might not just affect the socio-political relations  
between Gorkhaland and West Bengal, but it could also change the plantations' ecology. 
After the strike, lantana had turned the deliberate togetherness which organic tea  
growers intentionally cultivated into another form of togetherness: more unruly, less  
productive. This made it more difficult to direct the minor gestures between companion  
species in a way that benefits tea plants above all others. But, as I outlined in the first chapter,  
tea plants did not actually die on post-strike plantations: they just grew differently than people  
wanted them to. They produced other leaf shapes than the lucrative “two leaves and a bud”,  
and they even grew into small trees. Lantana does not necessarily kill tea plants: it can also  
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grow beside them, just not in a way that benefits tea production. When people fail to care for  
tea plants, tea plants and lantana create a form of togetherness that counteracts their business  
plans.
The overgrown state of the crop was not the workers' primary concern. During the  
strike, it had already been announced that the workers would not be paid a bonus for 2017 and 
2018. This was so disillusioning that, when the strike was over, many workers reported back 
to work late. Sneha, in whose house I was staying at the time, told me that she was not  
motivated at all to work, so she took the money I paid for her hospitality instead of a salary, 
even though this was just a temporary solution. She expressed hopes that her niece Shreya's  
income could support the family until her son, Nisham, could contribute as well. Nisham was  
fourteen years old at the time and still going to school, a good pupil with the potential to go to  
university like Shreya. Shreya said that she had never even considered working on the 
plantation like the rest of her family. She was teaching geography at a boarding school in  
nearby Kurseong, and topped up her salary by giving private tuition to the children of other 
plantation workers. Sneha was not the only one who sought to gradually leave plantation  
employment. Nayan told me that everyone was frustrated with the situation, and most were  
looking for other jobs, even if these were paid just as badly.
After the strike, the growing lantana soil seed bank was met by the growing 
disenchantment of tea workers. To quote World Tea News again: “Disenchanted workers, few 
of whom reported for work immediately following the end of the strike, will prolong 
recovery” (Dutta 2017). The workers are not too invested in the recovery of a togetherness in  
which they were disadvantaged. Lantana's “invasion” of tea plantations is involuntarily  
supported by the frustration of workers who are unwilling to cut lantana back.
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Togetherness on plantations
In this chapter, I explored how, in their attempt to grow tea organically, people observe, taste,  
and speculate about the interactions between tea plants and companions species. I found that  
planters and consultants “recruit” companions species to produce tea together by purposefully  
using the minor gestures between tea plants and other species. In effect, organic plantations 
become complex constellations of companion species that act towards the benefit of tea  
plants. Nevertheless, these more biodiverse relations are still enabled by unequal plantation 
labour, and workers do not benefit from the web of mutually beneficial interactions which  
they oversee. The planters' and consultants' utilisation of togetherness as a cultivation strategy 
creates resentment and even suffering amongst workers and supervisors. Moreover, in the 
case of lantana, those companion species that are excluded can disrupt the togetherness of  
others. On organic plantations, only profitable forms of togetherness are accepted. 
 In the following, I firstly examine more theoretically how togetherness becomes a  
strategy to utilise minor gestures. Secondly, I review the boundaries of togetherness. Thirdly, I 
outline what everyday resistance of both humans and nonhumans means in this context.
Intentional minor gestures
By purposefully using minor gestures for their conversion to organic agriculture, planters and 
consultants change the conditions for nonhuman action. On organic plantations, companion  
species become what Jane Bennett calls “assemblage converters”: “A particular element can  
be so contingently well placed in an assemblage that its power to alter the direction or  
function of the whole is unusually great” (2009: 42).44 On any plantation, tea plants change at 
the point of contact with other species: they wither and replenish, they alter tastes. This is not  
a purposeful interaction, but a spontaneous event – plant and companion simply move with 
44 Jane Bennett takes the term from Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, who describe it as a “component of 
passage” from one assemblage order to another (1987: 324).
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their organisms. Thousands of identical tea plants make it possible for these small gestures to  
multiply and spread. This can often lead to what Anna Tsing (2017a) calls proliferation; whole  
fields of tea are sometimes entirely eaten by tea mosquito bugs or overgrown by lantana.  
However, organic tea growers try to strategically direct this coming-together of many species 
to benefit their production. In encouraging or limiting interactions between companion  
species, organic tea growers kickstart the “assemblage conversion” from strict monoculture to  
more inclusive togetherness. Organic tea growers tap into the already ongoing constant  
interaction between species and try to channel it. The transformative potential of species  
companionship is then no longer a potential threat, but a support structure for tea cultivation.  
Organic tea growers use the collective assemblage conversion of many different species for  
their conversion to and further development of organic agriculture.
This purposeful enactment of togetherness pushes the notion of the minor gesture 
further: minor gestures are not just non-intentional elements of tea cultivation, but, at the  
same time, integral parts of intentional actions. Planters and consultants want to intentionally  
activate the non-intentional. Interactions between species are initially spontaneous, but when  
planters and consultants come to see them as useful for tea cultivation, they purposefully  
provoke them. They turn minor gestures into assemblage conversion tools, techniques to 
direct the non-intentional interactions of various companion species towards the productivity 
of only one species. Thereby, planters and consultants work with minor gestures, or rather, 
they let minor gestures work for them. In instructing bio-dynamic and Vrikshayurvedic 
preparations, they prepare the settings in which they want companion species to interact with  
tea plants; they prompt several organisms to react with each other in a specific way. On 
organic plantations, spontaneous nonhuman interactions are appropriated for human design. 
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Non-cultivated, feral species are integrated into plantation structures and made to support  
them. Plantation-generated togetherness fuels tea production rather than hindering it. From 
here, it almost seems that organic planters and consultants have found an efficient way to  
integrate the nonscalable elements of their companion species into the plantation project.
Having said that, although planters and consultants aim to steer the cultivation of  
togetherness towards efficiency and predictability, this still remains an uncertain project. On 
the one hand, it requires great amounts of experimentation and improvisation. Planters and  
consultants translate their knowledge about ecological relationships into management  
strategies, but, in many cases, they are also unsure about what they observe in the tea fields or  
surprised about how tea plants react to their incentives. Consultant Anand frequently pointed  
out that organic practices don't show immediate results, and that it is often necessary to wait 
for years until they work perfectly. Anand might find it easier to live with this considerable  
margin of uncertainty, because he is not dependent on immediate returns, unlike his client,  
planter Vinod. The planters pursue efficient togetherness more deliberately; Vinod, Swaroop, 
and Raju have extensive libraries of agro-ecological literature in their offices, which they  
frequently consult to gain more knowledge and to adjust their strategy. When they feel unable  
to assess whether “pests” are harmful after all, or whether their organic mixtures are  
sufficient, they intensify their experimentation efforts.
On the other hand, as I outline in the following sections, togetherness is an uncertain  
strategy because it is vitally dependent on the collaboration of various actors. Organic 
practices are subject to contentious debate between planters, consultants, supervisors, and  
workers. Those who give instructions need to rely on others to follow them, but they cannot  
always be sure of their collaboration. What is more, the collaboration of nonhumans is even  
less certain, it depends on too many variables to be ultimately predictable.
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Unequal togetherness
This form of companionship is also contentious. Both humans and nonhumans do not always 
accept the conditions of organic togetherness. On the one hand, organic tea growers  
orchestrate a kind of mutuality, even a “generosity” (Münster 2017: 32): they ensure that  
everyone who participates gives and takes. This way, organic plantations are inhabited by 
many more species than before. To some extent, these species are allowed to carve out their  
own niches in the spaces that were previously exclusively dedicated to tea plants. But, on the  
other hand, togetherness is also a clearly demarcated assemblage; it includes other species 
only under the condition that they support productive tea plant growth in some way.  
Cultivating togetherness means drawing new boundaries: people do not see how lantana  
plants could be useful for tea plants, so they exclude them from the togetherness they desire. 
However, lantana plants still participate in the web of minor gestures that composes  
togetherness: they grow nearer and nearer to tea plants until they are cut back by workers, and  
they deposit seeds between tea bushes that sprout whenever people neglect tea plant care. This  
disrupts the togetherness; or rather, it changes its composition towards a form that is less  
desirable for tea growers, because it hinders the tea plants' productivity. 
Moreover, cultivating togetherness also means reaffirming social divisions, because  
togetherness is created through precarious labour. Although it is their responsibility to  
choreograph minor gestures and to facilitate the desired dynamics of other species'  
companionship, tea workers and supervisors do not receive their share from the mutual 
“generosity” (Münster 2017: 32) they implement. Planters are more concerned about making 
their plantations inhabitable for nonhumans than about making tea labour more bearable for  
their employees. In turn, tea workers and supervisors do not always share the concerns that 
motivate their planters' uptake of organic agriculture: their care for other species is a job  
instruction. Even though their additional care work is essential to the functioning of the  
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organic togetherness, they are not paid more for it. Yet, the importance of their care work also  
takes the workers' and supervisors' everyday resistance to a new level. When workers and 
supervisors neglect the tasks that orchestrate minor gestures, they enable unsanctioned 
interactions between tea plants and companion species which do not support the togetherness  
desired by planters. When the workers fail to prepare manure mixtures on time, or do not  
apply them regularly, this changes the distribution of insects and fungi on the plantation. 
When supervisors do not give their planters all of the information on the spread of tea 
mosquito bugs, they hinder the implementation of bug-related water management. When 
workers no longer care for cows, the micro-organisms in the soil do not receive the proper  
nutrition and cannot feed tea plants properly either. When the workers and supervisors strike,  
lantana plants overgrow tea plants.
Everyday resistance
What do these small but constant negotiations between people, plants, and other species tell  
us about more-than-human inequality? To elaborate upon this, I refer back to James C. Scott's  
(1985) notion of “everyday resistance”, and also take into account my findings on plant  
agency in the first chapter. I argue that both human and nonhuman everyday resistance often  
takes place on the non-intentional micro-scale of more-than-human collective activities.
James C. Scott mentions anonymous and symbolic resistance as two distinct (but  
interrelated) types (ibid.), both of which I found prevalent among tea workers. Anonymous 
resistance means petty acts that disturb but still uphold “official realities”, because the  
consequences of open resistance are feared (ibid.: 321). James C. Scott lists “noncompliance,  
foot dragging, deception” (ibid.: xvi). Tea workers and supervisors sometimes neglect certain  
tasks, work slowly or less diligently than instructed, and withhold information. As much as 
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they can, they adjust schedules and tasks to secure their own relative comfort. They stay out  
of the sun, skip manure preparation because of the pungent smell, and neglect cow care in  
favour of their own household chores. Planters and consultants often cannot tell who is behind  
such acts and find it difficult to apply sanctions. The complaints I heard were never focused 
on any person in particular, but rather on the faceless collective of workers in general. Apart  
from the outward resistance of the 2017 strike, it is mostly in the immediate interest of tea  
workers and supervisors to resist under the shelter of anonymity. With symbolic resistance,  
they undermine the categories that their superiors attempt to impose upon them, or even their 
personal integrity and legitimacy – James C. Scott lists “malicious gossip, character 
assassination, nicknames, rumors” (1985: 282). Workers and supervisors do not always agree 
to, nor appreciate, the organic ideas of their planters, calling them irrational or presumptuous. 
While they have no choice but to follow their superiors' instructions, they also mock them on 
the quiet. Both Swaroop and Anand were often laughing stocks because some of their ideas 
seemed rather eccentric to their workers.
The dynamics that disrupt species togetherness also come from the companion species  
themselves. Nonhumans negotiate the conditions of togetherness in ways that most suit the  
requirements of their organisms, but their mode of negotiation is different. In non-intentional  
and spontaneous gestures, tea plants and companion species negotiate their participation on 
the organic plantation. People cannot dictate how micro-organisms and plant roots interact,  
entirely curb the spread of lantana, nor control how efficiently cow products ferment or how  
many insects the bats and birds eat. When the workers fail to constantly and diligently execute  
them according to the instructions, desired assemblage conversions can quickly have 
undesirable effects. Even though companion species can be “convinced” to participate in tea  
cultivation, the spontaneity and non-intentionality of their agency remains. Companion 
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species are complicit in tea cultivation at the same time as they are amplifying the workers'  
and supervisors' resistance against its conditions. Therefore, on the one hand, there are 
similarities between the everyday resistance of workers and companion species, for they are 
both predominantly covert, latent, and vague. On the other hand, nonhumans do not 




A central focus of this thesis has been the participation of nonhumans in Indian tea growers'  
transition to organic agriculture. I found that the small reactions of tea plants to people,  
companion species, the weather, et cetera – which I theorise as minor gestures – are integral to  
tea labour and frame the possibilities for tea production. My ethnography zooms in on these 
gestures to complement the wider nexus of political ecology and economy through which tea  
plantations are generally studied. The close-up angle makes visible how, besides 
technoscientific practices, minor gestures coordinate the relationships between people, tea  
plants, and other species in daily labour interactions. More than that, organic tea growers 
purposefully use small-scale interactions to develop organic practices: they co-opt the 
relationships between companion species and tea plants to support tea production – they try to  
influence tea plants through other species. As the diverse impulses of companion species are 
(re)assembled in order to work together to produce tea, productionist ideals intersect with 
practices of togetherness. Biodiverse relations become tools for monoculture production, and 
are carried out by precarious labour.
In this concluding chapter, to consolidate the ethnography, I firstly summarise the 
webs of minor gestures I observed. Based on these actor-networks, I secondly outline the 
cultivation model of the organic tea plantation, arguing that it represents a compromise  
between productionist and ecological aspirations: it combines monocultures and biodiverse 
relations, togetherness and exploitation. This discourse then allows me to explicate the more-
than-human inequalities that organic plantation labour produces or reproduces: new 
collaborations between humans and nonhumans exist within old human inequalities, but both  
humans and nonhumans constantly negotiate these relations. From here, I go on to examine  
the limits of both human “weak resistance” and “nonhuman resistance”: I foreground the  
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workers' resignation vis-à-vis the relatively unchangeable situation of plantation labour as  
well as the inability of nonhuman species to fundamentally improve their situation within  
monocultures. Then, I join these conclusions with the justice discourses that are prevalent in  
other ethnographies on Indian tea plantations: the more-than-human forms of care I observed  
nuance the notions of injustice that Sarah Besky, Debarati Sen, and Piya Chatterjee develop. 
To close, I discuss how these themes contribute to multispecies studies: they highlight 
linkages of environmentalist aspirations and productionist projects, and designate forms of  
nonhuman complicity in human disturbance.
Webs of minor gestures
Plantations have been studied in regards to racialised, casteist, and gendered labour, to their  
role in imperial conquest and post-colonial developments, and to their impact on global  
ecosystems. Adding to this repertoire, my ethnography draws an account of tea cultivation as  
an interactive process between species. I achieve this particular angle through showing how 
micro-interactions weave interspecies relations together. Before I outline how this angle  
further develops anthropological accounts of plantations, I retrace how minor gestures appear  
in my ethnography.
Tea cultivation is a web of interspecies relations which coexists with and conditions 
the business plans of planters and consultants. Planters and consultants want to make tea  
plants produce leaves of a certain shape and chemistry. To achieve this, they instruct the  
workers and supervisors to attend to the organisms of tea plants. Workers and supervisors are  
to pluck the leaves strategically and thereby adjust growth cycles. Moreover, they should  
optimise humidity and soil chemistry around the plants. Since planters and consultants do not  
want to use agro-chemical fertilisers and pesticides for this, workers and supervisors also have 
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to attend to all of the other factors that influence plant organisms. To grow organic tea,  
planters and consultants try to give impetus to an interactive field. They instruct workers to  
keep cows, so that their dung can feed the micro-organisms in the soil, and these micro-
organisms feed tea plants in turn. In order to deter tea-eating tea mosquito bugs and the fungi  
blister blight, workers make organic pesticides out of various wild plants and cow dung. Wild  
plants and cows therefore protect tea plants against substantial damage, but they do not make  
tea mosquito bugs and blister blight disappear entirely. Instead, organic practices make them  
benefit tea production, too: when blister blight feeds on tea plants, it makes the leaves taste of  
cardamom. Therefore, blister blight causes some drops in yields, but also increases the value 
of the finished tea product. Tea mosquito bugs like wet surroundings, so supervisors and  
consultants use them as indicators for waterlogged sections in the tea fields. Tea mosquito 
bugs show people where to dig ditches to protect tea bush roots. Each of these species act on  
their own terms, but planters and consultants try to direct these terms, to make them  
collaborate in a way that impacts on tea plants. This collaboration creates a togetherness: an  
arrangement of interspecies relationships according to production incentives. Togetherness is  
a cultivation strategy that turns monocultures into an achievement of many different species,  
but there are still species, most notoriously the “invasive species” lantana, that planters and 
consultants try to keep out of this togetherness, because they cannot find a way to make them 
benefit their business.
Minor gestures are both spontaneous and choreographed. On the one hand, they are 
part of the non-intentional exchanges between species that act with and through each other.  
On the other hand, organic practitioners also try to manipulate these non-intentional 
dynamics, to direct the unstructured interactions between species towards the productivity of  
tea plants. To this end, workers' and supervisors' need to keep plucking schedules to pace 
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plant growth according to production schedules. Further, they need to care for the cows and 
process their dung, so that it can feed micro-organisms, which then feed tea plants. Also, they  
must prepare and apply the organic mixtures regularly in order to deter insects and fungi. In  
short, workers and supervisors need to make sure that the webs of minor gestures proceed 
according to the ambition of the planters and consultants. Yet, meeting these expectations is  
neither always possible for the workers and supervisors nor is it always desirable. When they 
are overworked, late, frustrated, exhausted, bored, or sick, workers and supervisors often  
engage the webs of minor gestures differently than they are instructed to and thereby change 
their dynamics. Understaffed supervisors cannot follow regular and even plucking schedules, 
which causes tea plants to grow into shapes deemed unproductive. In their spare time,  
workers do not find time and/or energy for cow care, so microorganisms are not cultivated 
sufficiently. The same goes for manure preparation. As a result, the web of minor gestures is  
not just animated by the growth rhythms of tea plants, the weather responses of insects, the 
digestion of cows, and the production schedules, but also by the workers' and supervisors'  
own needs and desires. Planters and consultants plan for a productive togetherness of species, 
but workers and supervisors negotiate its normative terms. In the following, I discuss this 
heterogeneous assemblage according to the particular cultivation model and the types of  
inequality it creates.
Organic compromises
Drawing on these particular dynamics that I observed in the specific locations I researched, I  
now sketch a more general portrayal which speaks to anthropological plantation studies.  
Organic plantations indicate a paradoxical cultivation model. Besides techno-scientific  
cultivation methods, plantations are also composed by spontaneous, non-intentional minor  
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gestures – and, on organic plantations, crucial parts of tea production even purposefully  
include these minor gestures. Consequently, otherwise standardised cultivation also relies on 
speculative, improvisational, and sensory techniques. “Projects of rule” (Besky and Padwe 
2016: 10), which are efforts to influence plants by managing their organisms and to 
simultaneously suppress all other influences, employ collaborative dynamics. Within the 
monocultural cropping systems inherited by colonial regimes, organic practices create niches 
of cultivated biodiversity. By intentionally mobilising the unintentional interactions of  
companion species, organic plantations use speculative “togetherness” (Münster 2015: 32) in 
sites of “ecological simplification” (Tsing et al 2019: 186). Togetherness, in monocultures, 
includes more than one single species, but only certain species continue to be excluded (on  
organic tea plantations, these are especially lantana plants). Moreover, togetherness is still 
established and upheld through oppressive labour structures. New collaborations between 
humans and nonhumans exist within old human inequalities. On the one hand, organic 
practitioners transform the “Plantationocene” (Haraway 2015) from within by hybridising and  
bio-diversifying it. Their interventions weaken the “cultivation through coercion” (Tsing 
2012a: 148) that plantations practice vis-à-vis nonhumans. Also, organic plantations are 
ultimately more adaptable than conventional plantations to the unpredictable ecological  
detriments which plantations themselves have co-produced. For the sake of enhanced 
productivity, organic plantations improve plantation ecologies. They increase scalability by  
coopting non-scalable elements. On the other hand, they reaffirm exploitative structures 
amongst humans. 
The paradox of the organic plantation, at once increasingly biodiverse and perpetually  
precarious, adds to the repertoire of plantation studies. Organic plantations differ from other  
ethnographic accounts in their approach to minor gestures: “conventional” plantations tend to  
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counteract minor gestures between companion species in their attempt to homogenise their  
fields, but organic plantations integrate them, and are fuelled by them. Thereby, organic  
plantations do not abandon the general principles of other plantations, but extend them  
through organic practices and ideas: they follow productionist paradigms as well as  
aspirations of sustainability. They capitalise on nonhumans at the same time as they protect  
them. Further, they cultivate monocultures through biodiversity and uphold colonial 
organisations by organic techniques. Therefore, like other plantations, organic plantations are  
still a typical model of the “patchy” Anthropocene, which is composed of different landscapes 
and livelihood strategies. Organic agriculture does not create a “greener” and therefore better  
version of tea plantations, an arrangement that reconciles plantation production and biodiverse  
ecologies, and which might be called “eco-modern” (Hamilton 2015). Rather, this plantation  
form illustrates a more paradoxical global dynamic: plantation agriculture is an expanding  
sector (most notoriously in regard to palm oil) despite increasing awareness about its  
detrimental effects on planetary ecosystems. Organic tea plantations represent uneasy  
compromises that tea companies negotiate with the necessity to protect the “ecosystem  
services” that make plantations possible in the first place. And they respond to an increased 
consumer demand for “sustainable” products.
More-than-human inequalities
Interspecies dynamics in plantation labour show more-than-human inequalities. Since minor  
gestures describe processes rather than stable organisations, they do not primarily speak about  
social order but about “modes of ordering” (Mol 2010: 259). As outlined above, tea 
plantations are composed of multiple modes of ordering – management, plant growth, 
companion species' interactions, and workers' interventions – which intersect unevenly.  
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Workers and supervisors are required to make tea plants and their companion species interact  
according to management incentives. They have to mediate between these intersecting 
dynamics; it is their job to make the web of minor gestures fit to production norms. When  
they pluck and process tea, they weave together plant growth and business plans. They have  
to make the plantation function as a factory and as an ecological coherence (togetherness) at  
once, even though these projects have complex and, at times, conflicting needs. From their 
own precarious position in the plantation hierarchy, workers and supervisors are supposed to  
act as stewards for their companion species. They are folded into the paradoxical relationships 
that constitute the organic plantation. Within a context of structural exploitation, they are 
often driven to exhaustion because of the additional tasks they are expected to fulfil. At the 
same time, workers and supervisors also carve out their own pathways between plantation  
management and nonhuman life. They often neglect their tasks, or evade them altogether.  
Sometimes, they cannot find time for cow care, they pluck unevenly, do not weed the grasses  
around seedlings, or do not apply manure and fertiliser regularly enough. This way, they 
partially negotiate how tea production proceeds on a daily basis, and even entirely disrupt it  
sometimes; for instance, when they go on strike. This negotiation subsequently influences the  
web of minor gestures, as the workers' and supervisors' interventions affect plants and other  
species, and determine whether or not they work together effectively. Thereby, workers and 
supervisors manipulate both the directives of plantation management and the growth of tea 
plants.
On the one hand, this assessment shows a micro-perspective on the unequal power  
relations between humans as well as between humans and nonhumans. The respective 
inequalities of people and other species within the plantation system are connected, but not  
synonymous. Plants and workers are both coerced by plantation management, but plants are  
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caught up in the mutual attentions of “human/crop co-evolution” (Van Dooren 2012), while  
workers are involved in top-down hierarchies. Plants automatically influence the conditions of  
their cultivation by the requirements of their organisms, whereas workers have limited options  
to influence the conditions of their labour and life. Organic agriculture benefits other species  
who live on plantations to some extent, but it does not improve the situation of workers.  
Rather, it often overworks them even more, as they have to deal with the extra tasks that 
organic cultivation requires. In trying to rework the relationships between humans and 
nonhumans, organic agriculture reproduces human inequalities. Multispecies ethnographers  
often find that nonhumans occupy disadvantaged positions vis-à-vis humans – that “Non-
human is like non-white” (Susan Leigh Star quoted in Helmreich and Kirksey 2010: 555).  
Organic planters and consultants are concerned about ecological problems and want to create  
new forms of care for nonhumans, but they don't pay as much attention to the struggles of 
their employees. They don't try to improve their housing, salaries, or provisions. More-than-
human togetherness can also mean suffering for people.
On the other hand, within these dominating inequalities, minor gestures show that  
interspecies power is also relational, processual, and multi-layered. People, tea plants, and  
their companion species constantly negotiate their situations, even if only slightly. In their  
daily interactions, power structures are not impenetrable boundaries, but a coordination across  
social, biological, chemical, or sensory pathways. The power relations which plantations 
create are at once pervasive and porous. They spread across the globe, but here and there, 
their momentum is interrupted or diverted.
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Resistance and resignation
One minor “mode of ordering” that my thesis foregrounds is everyday resistance. My 
ethnography has shown how the everyday resistance of tea workers influences and, at times, 
destabilises the productive organic togetherness of other species. Looking at the everyday 
forms of resistance in which workers and supervisors negotiate their precarious conditions 
also brought me to consider everyday forms of nonhuman resistance, especially that of tea  
plants. In comparison, I described these as unintentional, because tea plants are heteronomous  
(Marder 2013): they unanimously follow all growth impulses around them, and never 
purposefully act in opposition to the management. However, even though human and 
nonhuman forms of everyday resistance are very different, in the context of organic 
plantations, they both share what James C. Scott calls a “tone of resignation” (1985: 324).
James C. Scott discusses the “weak” resistance of peasants to argue that they do not 
consent to their own oppression, even if they do not openly resist it. Not resisting, or resisting  
only in small ways, shows a “pragmatic resignation” in the face of what seems inevitable  
(1985: 325). In the aftermath of the unsuccessful 2017 strike, the Darjeeling workers resigned  
to the situation and returned to the tea fields, but they still hoped to leave plantation labour at  
some point. Tea workers generally seem to accept that they cannot immediately change their 
situations, and their gradual, cautious everyday resistance against the particularly unbearable  
aspects of their work is, currently, their best bet. Piya Chatterjee calls this “a matter of both  
survival and endurance” (2001: 193). Nonhuman resistance also happens in resignation, but 
unintentionally so. The tea workers' resignation vis-à-vis the relatively unchangeable situation 
of plantation labour meets the inability of nonhuman species to more significantly improve  
their situation within monocultures. “Survival and endurance” also determines nonhuman 
lives on and around tea plantations.
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 The first chapter shows how tea plants resist management instructions in small  
variations. Plantation management frames the possibilities for tea plants' growth and  
behaviour, but this also enables them to grow and behave in surprising, partially 
uncontrollable ways. On the one hand, these deviations noticeably influence tea production. 
Strategic plucking keeps tea plants in a vegetative state for most of the year, which ensures a  
constant yield, but also an overflow of productive plant energy when regular harvest is 
interrupted. Propagation through cloning seeks to dictate plant characteristics, but cloned  
plants also show unforeseeable reactions to their constantly changing surroundings. Organic  
practices try to improve the taste of tea, yet some aspects of it remain uncontrollable, like the  
cardamom taste that tea plants develop together with the fungus blister blight. Tea plants do  
not plan to resist plantation projects, but the collective agency they forge with the weather and  
with other species can sometimes spur unintentional disruptions. On the other hand, these  
minor dynamics do not fundamentally change or challenge tea cultivation. Only when paired  
with the workers' (everyday or open) resistance can tea plants disrupt the business more 
seriously. After the 2017 strike, the Valley plantation was in serious financial troubles, but this  
gradually improved over the next harvesting seasons, as the workers recovered the tea plants'  
productive state. The workers on the Anini plantation are constantly lacking behind plucking  
schedules and manure application, but although the tea plants grow unruly in certain sections,  
they generally stay just within the workers' control. Although the Anini plantation sometimes 
has money worries because of inadequate tastes or dissatisfying yields, it continues to stay 
moderately profitable.
In the second chapter, I examine the ways in which tea mosquito bugs, blister blight,  
soil microorganisms, cows, and lantana plants create resistances to plantation projects. My 
main argument is that organic practices seek to integrate these uncontrollable dynamics into  
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their cultivation. Yet, there is one exception to this productive togetherness: lantana's growth  
is a form of resistance – through “invasion” – that people do not manage to contain. Both tea  
plants and lantana plants are living remnants of the colonial and capitalist reorganisation of  
ecosystems and resist them in different ways. When lantana manages to enter a tea plantation, 
it rarely leaves again. Its roots are difficult to dig out entirely, and it quickly builds a solid  
seed bank in the soil. Like tea plants, lantana is also heteronomous and does not intentionally  
“invade”: it just follows all of the impulses around it. Yet, lantana's movements are seen as 
more worrisome, even threatening. Lantana disturbs tea monocultures, but it does not, in turn,  
bring them into a more biodiverse state. Lantana is itself known as a destroyer of biodiversity:  
unimpeded, it turns tea monocultures into lantana monocultures. H.C. Chetana and Ganesh 
Thyagarajan's study on abandoned tea plantations in the Trivandrum district of Kerala shows  
that “At the elevational range of 900-1,000 metres above mean sea level, Lantana camara took  
over 70 to 80% of the area” (Chetana and Ganesh 2011: 32). The higher elevations “were  
colonised by the tea plant itself”, which grew into tall trees that shaded the forest floor (ibid.).  
H.C. Chetana and Ganesh Thyagarajan argue that decades of plantation agriculture and 
species “invasion” have changed plant community compositions in a way that affects the  
recovery of native forest species (ibid.). Even when they are abandoned, the monoculture 
rationale of tea plantations persists. Lantana's unintentional resistance to tea plantations does  
not bring “diversity that might change things” (Tsing 2017: 38).
More-than-human care and justice
The central dynamics that minor gestures articulate – the integration of organic practices and  
ontologies into plantation agriculture, the forms of more-than-human inequality and resistance 
they imply – also open up more-than-human aspects in the discussion of justice that is a  
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recurring theme in ethnographies on Indian tea plantations. Sarah Besky, Debarati Sen, and  
Piya Chatterjee often discuss justice in regards to care, foregrounding that while tea workers 
care for tea bushes, plantation managements, the government, and transnational certification  
companies do not care enough for the workers. Yet the care for tea bushes is also “violent  
care” (Chao 2018b: 434) that jeopardises nonhuman lives. Therefore, both the social and 
ecological issues on tea plantations are tied to inadequate forms of care, and these 
inadequacies significantly challenge the industry through labour conflicts, such as the 2017 
strike, as well as increasingly unviable growing conditions. Organic entrepreneurs address this 
imbalance of care in uneven ways; they envision better care for nonhumans within an  
unchanged framework of “violent care” and precarious labour. The cultivation of more-than-
human togetherness is a form of care that enables planters to better manage the inadequacies  
of tea plantations.
A central statement in Sarah Besky's analysis is the incompatibility of the tea workers'  
ideas of justice and the various projects of justice that are imposed on them by others, who 
“attempt to make the plantation into something other than the paradigmatic space of colonial  
and postcolonial capitalist agricultural production that it obviously is” (2013: 20). She states  
that the colonial “improvements” in the nineteenth century, the 1951 Plantation Labour Act, 
Fair Trade certification, and the subnationalism of the Gorkhaland movement are all 
“creatively imagining injustice as something that can be overcome within the context of the 
plantation itself” (ibid.), but leave the ultimately unjust foundational organisation of tea  
plantations unquestioned. I add that, since the “premiumisation” of speciality tea increases 
profit rates which would otherwise be declining in increasingly adverse conditions 
(Seetharaman 2018), organic agriculture changes the parameters of plant care so that it  
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supports the crumbling structure of tea plantations. More-than-human togetherness often  
enhances the various forms of injustice that Sarah Besky describes.
Debarati Sen foregrounds the inadequacy of “transnational justice regimes” (2017: 
12), like Fair Trade, geographical indication, and organic certifications, to understand the  
challenging terrain that (female) tea workers navigate. Instead, she prioritises “Learning about  
the complex political lives of subjects of injustice” (ibid.: 103). In the context of the 
ecological damage brought by the plantation system, I add that various nonhumans are also 
“subjects of injustice”. Organic planters and consultants want to learn about these nonhuman  
lives by engaging with “alternative ontologies” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2015: 17): they stage 
intimate and sensory encounters with nonhumans, they experiment with “symbiotically  
relating to soils, plants, insects, animals, and even microbes” (Münster 2018: 751). However,  
the planters and consultants I portray largely use these insights to steer ecological interactions  
towards profitability rather than towards forms of environmental justice. Further, they do not  
simultaneously want to learn about the lives of the human “subjects of injustice”, their  
employees. On organic tea plantations, too, the realities of tea workers remain misunderstood,  
and the needs of nonhumans are only considered in as far as they are to the planters' profit.
Piya Chatterjee finds that tea planters manage their plantations through “coercions  
within masks of benevolence”: their “patronage” is often constructed as a “father figure”,  
which “blunts the coercive practices of the work regimes” (2001: 6). Organic planters are not 
just “benevolent” to their employees by supplying provisions, but they also aim to be  
benevolent to the tea plants and other nonhumans in the plantation habita t. Organic 
entrepreneurship is portrayed as more-than-human benevolence, but I have argued that, on tea 
plantations, organic care does not abolish coercion. Organic benevolence is a business 
strategy to keep tea plants healthy and productive in degrading monocultural environments  
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and changing climates, just like the provision system keeps the workers relatively healthy and  
productive on below minimum wages.
Complexity and complicity
My thesis starts with the resolution that nonhuman lives should be crucial factors in the  
anthropological analysis of ecological problems, thinking with multispecies ethnographers  
that anthropocentrism is a key reason behind detrimental dynamics such as plantations. When  
plantations replace forests, they create profit, but they ultimately threaten the integrity of  
ecosystems on which human lives depend even before profit. My research accompanies 
people who address this predicament in uneven ways. Their propositions do not bring the  
forests back, but they integrate some elements of more biodiverse ecosystems into  
monocultures. They find that the ecological interactions of tea plants – chemical exchanges  
between plant roots and soil bacteria, or the plants' responsiveness to the weather – can spur 
the growth of forests as well as of plantations. The mutual support of different species can  
produce value on global markets, and it can do so within large-scale industries and unequal  
labour structures. Thus, my thesis ends with the observation that nonhuman lives can 
simultaneously be involved in ecological concern and productionist aspirations. Trying to go 
beyond anthropocentrism does not erase human disturbance and does not settle the affairs of  
environmental justice, but it opens up more layers of “complexity and complicity” (Shotwell  
2016: 1). This acknowledgement makes a case for a nuanced multispecies analysis of  
environmentalist projects, as I discuss in the following.
My ethnography brings together two research fields that are often discussed 
separately: the technoscience through which humans shape and manage ecosystems, and the 
togetherness that develops between humans and nonhumans in close engagement. Organic tea  
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plantations are at the intersection of Anna Tsing's coercive plantations (2015) and Sarah 
Besky's colonial ruins (2013) on the one side, and Eduardo Kohn's thinking forests (2013), 
Julie Soleil Archambault's loving plants (2015), Daniel Münster's generous species (2015), 
and Radhika Govindrajan's animal intimacies (2018) on the other. I use the close-up angle of  
the intimate encounter to show that togetherness and technoscientific practices do not cancel  
each other out. Ambitions to make other species productive can go hand in hand with 
affective care. Together, they create various forms of more or less “violent care” (Chao 2018b: 
434; Van Dooren 2014). In doing so, my ethnography illustrates the partaking of  
environmentalist ideas in the ecologically harmful projects they renounce. 
Multispecies ethnographers often foreground alternative ways in which humans and 
nonhumans might live together, or are already living together in marginalised positions, to 
offer alternative “anticipatory” eco-politics. They do so not just by holding “indigenous” 
lifestyles “outside of” industrial production in high esteem (Miller 2019), but also by showing  
“patchy” alternatives to industrial agriculture (Tsai 2019). Departing from that, my  
ethnography shows how agro-ecological practices are implemented in sites that neither  
practice “pre-industrial” nor alternative agricultures, but are instead mainstream and market-
compliant. Agro-ecology can work both with and against agro-industry. This seemingly 
hypocritical nexus links my ethnography to the predicaments of current global eco-politics:  
various “Green New Deals” (see Klein 2019) partially rearrange large scale resource 
extraction, energy systems, and supply chains according to similar compromises between 
biodiversity and productivity. Organic plantations are examples of the trade-off between 
ecological viability and financial imperatives, which so often stands at the end of 
sustainability debates and political fights. Organic plantations suggest that “green growth” is  
not a paradigm shift, but rather a twist in existing paradigms. The togetherness of organic tea  
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cultivation is not part of “anticipatory evocations of heterogeneous assemblages” (Bessire and 
Bond 2014: 441) that guide into eco-friendly futures, but rather remind us to “stay with the  
trouble” of current complexities (Haraway 2016).
Thinking beyond the “purity” – the morally uncompromised state – not just of  
ecologically concerned humans (Shotwell 2016) but also of nonhumans, I aim towards a more  
nuanced portrayal of more-than-human worlds. On the one hand, the complicity of  
nonhumans in controversial projects, like plantations, shows a particular form of “relatedness” 
of humans and nonhumans (Govindrajan 2018). Nonhumans are indispensable for the 
flourishing of human societies, but they can also contribute to projects that adversely affect  
them. As companions to human lives, nonhumans can be friends and benefactors, but they can 
also contribute to their exploitation. Some humans can exploit other humans, and some  
nonhumans can help them in doing so. However, on the other hand, the manner in which  
nonhumans are complicit, both positively and negatively, in such formative encounters is  
specific. Tea plants are their relationships: they do not plot them. Tea mosquito bugs do not 
mean to harm tea plants nor take away people's profits. Cows do not voluntarily but 
inadvertently feed soil microorganisms. Microorganisms do not have a political strategy for  
nutrient distribution. Understanding nonhuman complicity requires attention to the collective,  
non-intentional, non-individualised parts of agency. This reminds us that people often act  
involuntarily and contextually, too. In order to write ethically grounded multispecies  
ethnographies, it is neither helpful to portray nonhumans as an inherent source of goodness 
that is spoilt by humans nor to accuse them of intentional malice (as befalls lantana plants),  
but to rather critically reflect the “involuntary share of activity” (Manning 2016: 16) that  
species create together. Minor gestures are one example for how the often unnoticed field of  
non-intentional action can be contextualised and politicised.
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